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ABSTRACT 
War and Irony in Works of Aleksandar Hemon and Josip Novakovich 
The 21
st 
century is said to be one of the most peaceful times in history, yet the desire to fight 
and conquer that has constituted a prominent part of human nature since the beginnings of 
humanity is still very much present. It is therefore not surprising that Aleksandar Hemon and 
Josip Novakovich, two writers whose works have been analysed in this Master's thesis, have 
chosen to write about war. Hemon and Novakovich are two writers that from Bosnia and 
Croatia, respectively, and have emigrated to the United States and Canada during the war in 
the Balkans in the 1990s. In their works, they use irony and humour as a sort of coping 
mechanism to distance themselves from the atrocities of the war they are describing or to 
provide the reader with a momentary sense of relief, daring them to laugh during the most 
inappropriate moments. The first part of this Master’s thesis is dedicated to the concept of 
irony and its principal characteristics, while the second part deals with the analysis of concrete 
examples found in six selected works written by these authors. In this way, a comparison was 
made between Hemon and Novakovich, which resulted in the identification of some common 
themes, such as war and the accompanying atrocities, emigration and feeling out of place in a 
new country, and American involvement in the war in the Balkans in the 1990s. 
 
Keywords: war, the Balkans, the 1990s, irony, humour, immigration.  
 
IZVLEČEK  
Vojna in ironija v delih Aleksandra Hemona in Josipa Novakovicha 
21. stoletje se smatra za eno najmirnejših obdobij v zgodovini človeštva, vendar je želja po 
bojevanju in osvojitvi, ki je že od začetka človeštva pomemben del človeške narave, še vedno 
močno prisotna. Ne preseneča torej dejstvo, da sta se Aleksandar Hemon in Josip 
Novakovich, dva pisatelja katerih dela smo analizirali v tem magistrskem delu, odločila pisati 
o vojni. Hemon, ki prihaja iz Bosne, in Novakovich, ki prihaja s Hrvaške, sta dva pisatelja, ki 
sta med vojno v devedesetih letih emigrirala v ZDA in Kanado. V svojih delih oba avtorja  
uporabljata ironijo in humor, da bi se oddaljila od grozot vojne na Balkanu v devedesetih 
letih, ki jih opisujeta na svojih straneh, ali zato, da bi bralcem omogočila kratkotrajni občutek 
olajšanja in jih poskušala spraviti v smeh ob najbolj neprimernih trenutkih. Prvi del tega 
magistrskega dela potemtakem obravnava koncept ironije in njene glavne značilnosti, medtem 
ko je drugi del posvečen analizi konkretnih primerov, ki smo jih zasledili v šestih izbranih 
 
 
delih teh avtorjev. Na ta način smo lahko naredili primerjali med avtorjema in zasledili nekaj 
skupnih motivov, kot so vojna in njene grozote, emigracija in občutek nepripadanja tujini ter 
ameriško posredovanje v vojni na Balkanu v devedesetih letih. 
 
Ključne besede: vojna, Balkan, 90. leta,  ironija, humor, emigracija 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
In one of his TED talks, titled The Surprising Decline in Violence, Steven Pinker argues that 
counter to popular belief, we are living in one of the most peaceful times in human history 
(TED, 2007, 1:46). Nevertheless, the desire to fight and conquer that has constituted a 
prominent part of human nature since the beginnings of humanity is still very much present. It 
is therefore not surprising that Woodward (2005) claims that “as long as there has been war, 
there have been writers trying to understand it, turning battlefield horrors into narrative, trying 
to make something useful out of its debris.” Such horrors have also resulted in the Bible, 
Classical works such as Homer’s Iliad or Virgil’s Aeneid, Tolstoy’s War and Peace and 
Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls or A Farewell to Arms, to name but a few of the 
works that have been published about wars throughout history. In this day and age, many 
associate literature mainly with leisure and enjoyment, but such pleasures are certainly not its 
primary and only purpose. War is a painful and unpleasant topic, and it is certainly not 
something that people enjoy talking about. So why, then, are there authors that decide to 
immerse themselves into this topic and write novels, essays or poems that serve as a reminder 
of these atrocities? And, more importantly, why are there readers on the other end of the 
writing process who want to read about war? As stated by Woodward (ibid.), the reason is 
very simple: to find the “unarguable point of [the war],” to try to find the justification for the 
human desire to conquer other territories and for the violence and the fighting between two or 
more countries or even the people themselves.  
Josip Novakovich, whose works form part of this Master’s thesis primary literature, answers 
the question of “Why do writers continue to write about the war?” in his own way in 
“Conversation with the Author” on the final pages of his collection of short stories 
Infidelities: Stories of War and Lust.  He states that he became interested in this topic because 
“these days it has become important once again to make the basic and obvious points that war 
is a horrifying mess and that usually there are no victors, only war criminals and victims. It 
seems each generation needs to be disillusioned afresh” (Novakovich, 2005: 9). Novakovich 
argues that the people in the former Yugoslav countries no longer want to read or think about 
the war because they find the topic repulsive. He says, “When my friends found out that I was 
writing about the war, they said, ‘Why about that? Anything but that! We thought you had a 
sense of humor!’” (ibid.). It is true that ‘war’ and ‘humour’ are two words that are often 
mutually exclusive or even paradoxical, but, on some level, Novakovich wants “to entertain 
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as though [he] were telling anecdotes to [his] friends” because, in his opinion, no matter how 
grim the subject – heart transplants, wars – there is space for comic relief and people tend to 
use whimsical thoughts to distance themselves from events that are going on right in front of 
them (Novakovich: 2005: 6).  
Aleksandar Hemon is another author whose works will form part of the primary literature for 
this Master’s thesis. Novakovich and Hemon come from Croatia and Bosnia, respectively – 
two countries that were formed after the breakup of Yugoslavia. Even though both of them 
have emigrated to the United States and Canada, and even though they write in English, their 
novels and short stories are a reflection of the life they have left behind in Croatia and Bosnia 
and of a war that had a profound impact on their lives and the lives of thousands of other 
people. It is precisely because of this movement between the two continents and, 
consequently, between the two cultures, that we can recognise both Balkan and American 
traits while reading Novakovich’s and Hemon’s works. Consequently, the reader on both the 
American and European continent can identify with at least one element in a novel or a short 
story, be it a character, an event, or a description of a place, and this is precisely what makes 
these works so universal and appealing. 
 
This Master’s thesis plans to focus on the selected works written by these two authors. Their 
works contain a strong biographical element, thus making it impossible to separate the 
writers’ lives from their works, while at the same time enabling the reader to get a clear 
insight into how they have managed to cope with loss and subsequent emigration. Since both 
Croatia and Bosnia still suffer from consequences suffered during the war in the 1990s, the 
present work will primarily deal with the way in which the writers portray this conflict. First, 
a short historical overview of the war in the Balkans will be presented in order to give the 
reader a better understanding of the political, social and economic situation at the time, the 
events that have led to the outbreak of the war and the events that took place during the war, 
as well as its aftermath.  
 
The following chapter will be dedicated to the concept of irony, which, alongside humour and 
satire, is the most prominent characteristic that can be found in the works of Novakovich and 
Hemon. The focus will be on the contribution of irony to the works of both authors and its 
effect on the reader and their understanding of the authors’ feelings and intentions. Books 
such as A Rhetoric of Irony by Wayne Booth, Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of 
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Irony by Linda Hutcheon, and Irony and the Ironic by D.C. Muecke will provide the 
foundation for the definition of the term itself, and will also help to establish the difference 
between not only the different types of irony, but also between irony, humour, sarcasm and 
satire. The theoretical framework will then enable the recognition and analysis of concrete 
examples in selected works by Novakovich and Hemon.  
 
The two authors’ works are also biographical, but Novakovich and Hemon are able to talk 
about the war and provide information on it from a different perspective, namely, by that of 
someone observing it from a distance. Even a quick glance at the pages of their novels or 
short stories demonstrates that “Novakovich has cultivated a unique and infectious brand of 
humour that runs through even the darkest subject matter and his eye for the absurd is crucial 
to his perception of the former Yugoslavia’s recent tragedy” (Novakovich: 2005: 4). Hemon, 
on the other hand, is praised in a review by Nicholas Fearn in the Spectator, who states that 
“the standard of description is such in [his] pages that, despite [his use of humour], we never 
doubt that we are dealing with a very serious writer” (Hemon, 2001).  Both authors display 
this quality of joking about even the most difficult and the darkest subjects because they want 
to show that “before the war, people joked, and they joke after the war” (Novakovich, 2005: 
4), so life and humour continue, no matter the circumstances. On the other hand, Novakovich 
often suggests that the war took place precisely because the people of former Yugoslavia lost 
their sense of humour: “We joked wonderfully and then suddenly began to take offense at the 
ethnic content of our jokes. We took them seriously and our humour failed. The war was a 
direct result of that failure. And I don’t mean that as a joke, either” (ibid.). By saying this, 
Novakovich first and foremost emphasizes the importance of not only knowing how to make 
a joke, but also of understanding a joke and not getting offended by it.  
 
Finally, after presenting the theoretical framework, the main part of this Master’s thesis will 
deal with the concrete examples of irony and the most interesting aspects that have been 
observed through reading and re-reading Novakovich’s April Fool’s Day (a novel), Plum 
Brandy: Croatian Journeys (a collection of essays) and Infidelities: Stories of War and Lust (a 
collection of short stories) and Hemon’s Nowhere Man (a novel) and Love and Obstacles and 
The Question of Bruno (collections of short stories), some of the authors’ most representative 
works.  These works will provide a sufficient range of examples for the analysis in the second 
part of the present work. Moreover, all of these works are thematically intertwined, despite 
being written by two completely different authors, because they deal with the same topics and 
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they have a similar nostalgic feeling present throughout them. The expected result is a 
detailed analysis of the different ways in which Novakovich and Hemon describe the war and 
the characters in their short stories and novels to an outside audience (its consequences and 
their feelings about the war and the subsequent emigration) and the techniques they use to 
achieve this.  
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2. IRONY 
2.1 DEFINITIONS OF IRONY 
 
It is not without reason that irony is said to be “the child of Janus, god of beginnings, and 
without doubt the most ill-behaved of all literary tropes” (States, 1971: 3). There are many 
possible definitions of irony and it is often difficult to recognize irony in the first place due to 
its resemblance to other rhetorical figures and its tendency to convey a range of emotions, 
some of which are not necessarily positive. Over the years, theoreticians have had numerous 
discussions while trying to figure out “what irony is and how it works, what it’s for and what 
it’s worth, what it’s made from and how it’s made up, how we know it when we see it, where 
the concept came from and where it’s going […]” (Muecke, 1982: 3). That is why, in order to 
establish a theoretical framework, some general views and definitions of irony put forward by 
different authors will be presented over the following pages. What is more, according to 
Muecke, “one need not accept the view, put forward at least twice on different grounds, that 
all art, or all literature, is essentially ironic, or the view that all good literature must be ironic” 
(ibid.). The importance of irony in literature is, then, beyond question, as will also be 
illustrated by the examples in the following paragraphs. 
It is enough to list only a couple of the most important writers in history who used irony in 
their works – Homer, Sophocles, Cicero, Boccaccio, Chaucer, Shakespeare, Cervantes, 
Voltaire, Molière, Goethe, Austen, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy – to see that Muecke’s statement is 
correct and that an interest in irony and an interest in literature are so intertwined that one 
leads directly to the other and they cannot be separated. Shakespeare offers perhaps one of the 
most famous examples of dramatic irony in the final scene of Romeo and Juliet. In this scene, 
Romeo finds Juliet in a deep sleep and assumes that she is dead, not knowing that she only 
drank a sleeping potion given to her by the Friar. Romeo is devastated, so he drinks the poison 
and dies. When Juliet awakens from her sleep and realizes that Romeo is dead, she stabs 
herself with Romeo’s dagger, so both die as a result of the feud between their families, which 
finally decide to reconcile. Similarly, in his tragedy Oedipus Rex, Sophocles presents the 
character of King Oedipus, the ruler of Thebes, who accidentally fulfils the prophecy that he 
would kill his father, King Laius, and marry his mother. Oedipus says that he prays that 
whoever the man is who did this crime, 
one unknown person acting on his own 
or with companions, the worst of agonies 
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will wear out his wretched life. (283) 
 
By saying this, Oedipus ironically curses himself, since he is the one who unknowingly killed 
his father and provoked the suffering of the people in Thebes. The curse is fulfilled at the end, 
when he discovers the truth and finds his dead mother’s body. Oedipus then uses the pins of 
her brooches to stab out his eyes and goes into a self-imposed exile. 
As Goethe himself said, irony is “that little grain of salt that alone renders the dish palatable” 
(Muecke: 1982: 3), a way of making a discussion or a work of art less monotonous, surprising 
and unpredictable. Muecke agrees with Goethe and adds that irony is “a gyroscope that keeps 
life on an even keel or a straight course, restoring the balance when life is being taken too 
seriously, or, as some tragedies show, not seriously enough, stabilizing the unstable but also 
destabilizing the excessively stable” (ibid.). Irony does and has to exist in all aspects of 
human life, and that is why Kierkegaard states that “as philosophers claim that no true 
philosophy is possible without doubt, so by the same token one may claim that no authentic 
human life is possible without irony” (ibid.). However, as Muecke points out, this does not 
and should not mean that irony is present in every work of art or in all human behaviour, as 
there are occasions in life when the use of irony is not required and can even be deemed 
inappropriate (ibid.), for example, when talking about sensitive topics such as illness, death or 
war, or when talking to children. Novakovich and Hemon subvert this statement by doing 
exactly that. They use irony when talking about something as recent as the war in the Balkans 
in the 1990s to distance themselves from the atrocities they are writing about. In their case, 
irony is used also as a sort of defence mechanism (as will be discussed in the following 
paragraphs) or to highlight the difference between former Yugoslavia and the United States. 
Unlike in the United States, where irony can be used freely, using irony or other figures of 
speech in an unsuitable manner could often result in imprisonment in former Yugoslavia. 
As far as the definition of the term itself is concerned, the Oxford Dictionary of Literary 
Terms defines irony as “a subtly humorous perception of inconsistency, in which an 
apparently straightforward statement or event is undermined by its context so as to give it a 
very different significance” (Baldick, 2015: 174). Muecke argues that the concept of irony is 
in fact “vague, unstable and multiform” (Muecke, 1982: 7), which is why it is very difficult to 
find an exact definition. He claims that the meaning of the term has been changing over the 
centuries and it even varies from one country to another (Novakovich and Hemon write about 
Croatia and Bosnia after emigrating to the US and Canada, so they can offer both 
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perspectives) and from one institution to another. According to this interpretation, the 
semantic evolution of the term ‘irony’ has been “haphazard” (ibid.) because over the 
centuries, the term itself has been applied even to other rhetorical figures which seemed to 
resemble irony, such as metaphor or sarcasm. This is why most people use and will continue 
to use the term ‘irony’ without actually knowing its true meaning or even wanting to know 
how it should really be used. 
Hutcheon (1995: 12) claims that the ironist and the interpreter are the two participants   in the 
act of irony. She states that the ironists, as the term itself suggests, are those that “produce” 
irony, while the interpreters have to reconstruct the meaning intended by the ironist. The 
reconstruction of an instance of irony can be confusing because just as there are undoubtedly 
some ironies that are not intended but are still interpreted as such, there are also ironies that 
might be intended, but are not perceived as such. The interpreters can but do not have to be 
the ironist’s intended addressees, but at the same time, they are by definition the ones who 
attribute irony and then interpret it, or, to put it differently, the ones who ultimately decide 
whether the utterance is ironic or not and, if so, what particular ironic meaning it has. 
However, the reconstructed meaning might be incorrect because the interpreters might not 
understand the irony in the same way as it was intended. In fact, Hutcheon claims that it might 
be inaccurate or even inappropriate to use the verb “to get” when it comes to irony, and she 
states that a more precise verb might be the verb “to make” (ibid.). 
 
Irony’s “edge,” according to Hutcheon, is perhaps one of the most distinctive traits of irony 
and it is what marks the difference between irony and other rhetorical figures such as 
metaphor, metonymy, incongruity, juxtaposition or paradox (Hutcheon, 1995: 37). Hutcheon 
claims that while it “may come into being through the semantic playing off of the stated 
against the unstated, irony is a ‘weighted’ mode of discourse in the sense that it is 
asymmetrical, unbalanced in favour of the silent and the unsaid” (ibid.). That is why when 
Novakovich (1995) states that it is not necessary to wait for inspiration to start writing 
because “it is easier to be inspired while writing than while not writing […].” We can read 
between the lines and detect a sort of carpe diem attitude on the part of the author. 
Novakovich encourages us to take the matter into our own hands and use the opportunity 
while almost making fun of the people who just complain rather than doing something about 
their current situation. Furthermore, Hutcheon claims that the inclination towards the silent 
and the unsaid occurs in part “through what is implied about the attitude of either the ironist 
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or the interpreter: irony involves the attribution of an evaluative, even judgemental attitude, 
and this is where the emotive or affective dimension also enters [into play]” (Hutcheon, 1995: 
37). Irony does not simply add complexity or variety or richness to a discourse, it does much 
more – it conveys an attitude or a feeling (ibid., 39). To provide an example from Hemon, by 
saying that his “country’s main exports are stolen cars and sadness” (Hemon, 2008: 73), the 
protagonist, Lazarus, clearly expresses his feelings about his country, which he sees as a place 
of crime and corruption. Moreover, it could be said that even the sadness felt by the 
inhabitants could be passed onto other, happier countries if it were something material and 
could be exported.  
 
As Hutcheon (1995: 40) explains, “the overwhelming weight of the pejorative and the critical 
certainly contributes to the sense that irony is often desperately ‘edged’: it has its targets, its 
perpetrators, and its complicitous audience, though these need not be three separate and 
distinct entities.” In the example mentioned above, Hemon is referring to Bosnia, and even if 
we have never heard of this country or are not familiar with its current political, social and 
economic situation, they sense the irony and are so able to create or project an imagined 
Bosnia. Therefore, readers around the world can relate to what Hemon is saying, which turns 
them into the “complicitous audience” Hutcheon talks about. However, it is also important to 
note that no matter how carefully or unintentionally the irony is used, it is bound to have a 
negative connotation, whether it be looked at from the point of view of the ironist or the 
interpreter. 
 
2.2 TYPES OF IRONY 
 
Muecke (1982: 8) identifies several types of what he expects “most people with an ‘English’ 
literary education would regard as irony,” but he points out that the names given to these 
types of irony are merely descriptive and conventional. He claims that the types of irony that 
can be observed most frequently in literature are: irony as rhetorical enforcement; dramatic 
irony or the spectacle of blindness; irony of events or situational irony; cosmic irony and 
double irony.
1
 There are, of course, many more types of irony, so this classification further 
                                                 
1
 Apart from these five, Muecke also defines the following types of irony (Muecke, 1982: 8–13):  (1) mock-
modesty or self-disparaging irony; (2) ironic mockery; (3) irony by analogy; (4) non-verbal irony; (5) ironic 
naivety; (6) unconscious irony; (7) self-betraying irony; (8) ironic incongruity; (9) catch irony; (10) romantic 
irony. 
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adds to the complexity of the definition of irony and shows just how complicated it can be to 
find the most accurate and suitable definition.  
 
For example, irony is used as a rhetorical enforcement in “Good Living,” one of the short 
stories in Hemon’s Love and Obstacles, when the narrator witnesses the fight between a priest 
and Michael, a man who lives with the priest and is probably his lover. Feeling embarrassed 
because of this fight, the priest subscribes to two magazines, so the narrator spends the rest of 
the night going “around the neighbourhood telling everybody – the old ladies, the young 
mothers, the cranky ex-policemen – that Father McMahon had just subscribed to American 
Woodworker and Good Living, wouldn’t you know it?” (Hemon, 2010: 93). Upon hearing this 
and enquiring about the priest’s wellbeing, the neighbours subscribe to at least one magazine 
as well, since they want to prove that they, too, can afford it. The narrator takes the 
opportunity for personal gain, since he had not managed to sell many subscriptions before 
coming to the priests’ house. While the priest is sad and unhappy because of the fight with 
Michael, the narrator has “by far [his] best day as a magazine salesman” (Hemon, 2010: 93) 
due to the fact that he manages to sell the biggest number of subscriptions, the irony here 
being that one man’s happiness is caused by another man’s sadness. 
 
Dramatic irony can be observed in cases when the audience is aware of something that the 
characters in the story are not aware of. For example, in a crime novel or in a movie, the 
detective might not know that his partner was actually the one who committed the crime, but 
the reader or the audience does. The irony of events or situational irony can be observed in 
cases when events do not turn out as expected, such as “Water, water, everywhere, / Nor any 
drop to drink” in Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, where the sailors do not have 
anything to drink despite being surrounded by water.  
 
Cosmic irony conveys the idea that fate or Gods have control over human lives. That is why, 
in Novakovich’s April Fool’s Day, Ivan Dolinar’s parents change his date of birth (he was 
born on April Fool’s Day) because they think he will have more luck in life, but his life 
nevertheless turns out to be a series of unlucky events. Lastly, a type of irony also mentioned 
by Booth is “double irony,” which would be the case of Jim Corbett (Kumar, 2017), who tried 
to save the Bengal tiger in India: he had to shoot the tigers because they had turned into man-
eaters, but they became man-eaters to begin with because of the way man had hunted them.  
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Booth (1974: 3) states that what he defines as “stable irony” differs from all other types of 
irony. He lists four marks of stable irony, which, in his opinion, can provide an excellent 
explanation of what irony is, despite the difficult task of finding an exact definition. 
According to this list, all examples of stable irony are created deliberately, they are not just 
“mere openings, provided unconsciously, or accidental statements […]” (Booth, 1974: 5). 
Secondly, these examples are not easily distinguished, because their reconstructed meaning is 
different than it may seem at first glance, but once the meaning is reconstructed, it will remain 
stable and fixed, without the need for further modifications. Finally, unlike infinite ironies, all 
stable ironies are finite in application, but this does not necessarily mean that “one can catch 
all the meaning in a non-ironic paraphrase” (ibid, 6). There are so many possible 
interpretations of an instance of irony and not all of them are correct or complete, and it is up 
to the interpreter to correctly reconstruct a possible ironic meaning. Even though Booth’s four 
marks of stable irony can give a clearer idea of what irony actually is, they still do not help 
distinguish irony from other figures of speech. Some of the definitions of these figures of 
speech such as metaphor, simile, metonymy or synecdoche, to name but a few, are very 
similar to that of irony, so it is important to make a clear distinction between irony and other 
rhetorical figures, as will be attempted in the following section.  
 
2.3 IRONY AND OTHER RHETORICAL FIGURES 
 
As mentioned in the previous sections, there are many possible definitions of irony and it is 
often difficult to recognize it in the first place, due to its resemblance to other rhetorical 
figures and its tendency to convey a range of emotions, some of which are not necessarily 
positive. Therefore, in the following paragraphs, I will list some of the figures of speech that 
are often confused with irony and suggest ways of recognising some of their main differences. 
To begin, Hutcheon suggests that “irony’s appraising edge is never absent” and it is precisely 
this ‘edge’ that marks the difference between irony and other rhetorical figures that it 
resembles (Hutcheon, 1995: 12). Like irony, metaphor and simile are two figures of speech 
which rely on the reader’s ability to read between the lines and reconstruct unspoken 
meanings. In the case of these two rhetorical figures, a distinction can be made between a 
“tenor” a principal subject, conveyed by a ‘vehicle’, the secondary subject (Booth, 1974: 22). 
Looking at perhaps one of the most famous examples of metaphor, a broken heart is a vehicle 
by means of which people state that they feel hurt and sad, rather than their heart being 
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literally broken into pieces. Booth claims that it is precisely because of this need to read 
between the lines and find an alternative meaning that the line between metaphor and irony 
has often been a blurred one (ibid.). When reconstructing a simile, the reader is aware of the 
presence of comparison, even when the clues are missing, while the process of reconstruction 
of irony is “not usually one of repudiation or reversal but of exploration or extension” (ibid., 
23). For example, if something is “as cold as ice,” we know, based on our everyday 
experience, that is must be cold indeed. 
 
On the other hand, if someone spills ketchup on their shirt and a person passing by says, 
“Wow, you must have done your laundry today,” it might take a while for the person with 
ketchup on the shirt to realize that the statement is ironic rather than praise, because by saying 
that the shirt is clean, the ironist is in fact stating just the opposite. In situations such as these, 
irony forces the interpreter to make an instantaneous decision and even “dramatizes each 
moment by heightening the consequences of going astray” (Booth, 1974: 23). With 
metaphors, there is no moment of shock at all or the shock is relatively muted, because the 
essential process of creating a metaphor is “addition or multiplication, not subtraction” (ibid.). 
When deciding about a meaning of a metaphor, a choice has to be made only when there are 
“meanings that are incongruous, and these will ordinarily not be the first [that come to mind]; 
in fact, if they come to mind too early, the metaphor [is said to be clumsy or inapt]” (ibid.). 
For example, if someone is “fishing in troubled waters,” the first thing that might come to 
mind is a person with a fishing rod trying to catch fish in a river with fast-flowing, whirling 
water. However, this is actually a metaphor for someone who is trying to take advantage of a 
confusing and difficult situation for personal gain. These meanings usually “arrive late and 
without much strength [...]” (ibid.), and even though the metaphor does not force the reader to 
make a decision about the meaning of a metaphor, this does not mean that no decision is made 
(and this is not necessarily something negative). Metaphors can themselves be used ironically 
and in this case, the same four steps of the reconstruction of ironic meaning can be applied 
and the interpreters decide that that the author’s intention was for the metaphor to be read 
ironically (ibid., 24). For example, if the speaker says: “He’s a real number cruncher” about 
someone who is not particularly good at maths, the metaphor is clearly used with an ironic 
intent. 
 
Allegory is one of the rhetorical figures that can often be confused with irony, as it can also 
convey hidden or symbolic meanings that need to be reconstructed. Unlike with irony, when 
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dealing with allegory, we are only required to “add meanings, not to see incompatibles and 
then choose among them” (Booth, 1974: 24). For example, in James Cameron’s movie Avatar 
(2009), the forest on Pandora, a habitable moon, is an allegory of the Amazon forest. Those 
who watch the film are familiar with the destruction of the Amazon forest and they can 
simply add the meaning to the same yet imaginary concept represented in a movie, since, by 
exploiting the natural resources in order to prosper, humans ultimately just make more 
damage. The interpreters will always distinguish between stable irony and allegory, but a 
naive interpreter may not recognise an instance of allegory or he could completely 
misinterpret it by only accepting its literal meaning (Booth, 1974: 24). Having made a 
distinction between irony and other rhetorical figures, the next step is to unveil the true 
intention behind the ironist’s words, or, as Booth claims, to “reconstruct” irony, a process for 
which he provides several clues. 
 
2.4 RECONSTRUCTING IRONY 
 
For Booth (1974: 33), reading irony is in some way similar to translation, decoding or 
deciphering, but at the same time, it can also be much more complex. The meaning of irony is 
often hidden and confusing, which is why the interpreter has to “reconstruct” it. 
Reconstruction, according to Booth, is the “tearing down of one habitation and building of 
another one on a different spot” (ibid.). This means that the interpreters have to reject the 
original, literal meaning and be prepared to find another, completely different one. Booth 
(1974: 10) states that there are four often simultaneous steps in the process of reconstruction 
of irony. In order for the first and the most important step in the process of reconstruction to 
be completed, the reader has to reject the literal meaning, but this will not suffice on its own 
for the reconstruction of ironical meaning. We should not just reject the literal meaning 
because we do not agree with it or simply add new meanings on our own. On the contrary, if 
we are reconstructing the meaning properly, we will undeniably recognise “either some 
incongruity among the words or between the words and something else that [they know]” 
(ibid., 10). The second step of reconstruction of the ironic meaning consists of finding 
alternative interpretations or explanations, which will be completely different than what the 
literal statement seems to say (ibid., 11). Booth offers one possible alternative, which should 
be taken into account only when there are no other options, that of the author himself being 
“foolish enough not to see that his statements cannot be accepted as it stands” (ibid.), i.e., the 
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author being unaware of the dichotomy of meanings that can be found in the sentences they 
write. The reader then has to make a decision about the author’s knowledge or beliefs, which 
is the third step in the reconstruction of the ironic meaning. This is the most important step 
and the discovery of the ironic intention in a work largely depends on it (ibid., 11). For 
example, a student may hand in a paper already expecting a bad grade. The professor, 
however, does not think the student did a bad job and he especially likes one sentence in 
particular. He writes “nice sentence” above it but the student thinks of the professor as 
someone with a higher degree of authority and decides to reject the literal meaning and look 
for irony, wondering if there is something wrong with the sentence. The only irony here is 
that the professor’s remark was actually honest and he simply wanted to give the student the 
recognition he deserved. 
 
Having said that, it should be noted that the first two steps in isolation do not provide any 
clues about whether a statement is ironic or not, since the reader also needs to determine if the 
author rejects the literal meaning (Booth, 1974: 11). Finally, having passed through all the 
previous steps, we choose a new meaning, one which they are sure of and feel comfortable 
with, and the reconstructed meaning has to convey the reader’s beliefs, which can also be 
made explicit, thus marking the end of the cycle of reconstruction (Booth, 1974: 12). 
 
2.5 IRONY’S “EDGE” 
 
 Hutcheon states that the trait of irony that is usually emphasised the most is what she calls the 
irony’s emotional ethics. Since “irony engages the intellect rather than the emotions,” the 
emotional ethics could also be interpreted as a mode of intellectual detachment, but according 
to Hutcheon, this is not the case because “the degrees of unease irony provokes might suggest 
quite the opposite” (Hutcheon, 1995: 14). Kundera claims that irony is often said to irritate 
“because it denies us our certainties by unmasking the world as an ambiguity,” but Hutcheon 
states that irony can also “mock, attack, and ridicule; it can exclude, embarrass and humiliate” 
(ibid., 14). Because of this, she claims that unlike other rhetorical figures irony always has a 
“target” and sometimes even a “victim,” and that “irony’s edge is often a cutting one” (ibid.). 
Surprisingly, Hutcheon uses violent language to describe irony, but the chosen terms agree 
with the feeling irony can leave on the interpreter – that of being hurt, helpless or humiliated. 
There is an active component involved in all social dimensions of irony, but Hutcheon warns 
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that “irony might be deemed appropriate only for certain topics or certain audiences; it might 
not be accepted as fit for use in a particular place or at a particular time” – what might be 
completely acceptable in a democratic regime might be unacceptable or even punishable in a 
totalitarian regime (ibid., 15).  
 
Novakovich offers a great example of this dichotomy in his novel April Fool’s Day when the 
main character, Ivan Dolinar and his friend Aldo stand in the crowd wanting to see Tito pass 
by in his car. They notice he is in a convertible that is just like President Kennedy’s in Dallas 
in 1963. Aldo is thinking about assassinating Tito, which “would be easy” and the police 
officers “wouldn’t see [them because] they’re idiots” (Novakovich, 2006: 49). Ivan doesn’t 
want to kill Tito and calls Aldo “demented,” but when Aldo says, out loud, “My god, I forgot 
my gun” and puts his hand in his pocket as Tito’s car passes by, the police grab them (ibid.). 
Though they have no guns on them, the police find rifles in Aldo’s apartment, which, 
combined with his talking about assassinating Tito, results in both of them being immediately 
arrested and sent to a labour camp on Goli Otok, an uninhibited island in the northern Adriatic 
Sea. In his interview for Los Angeles Times, Novakovich mentions “smart commentators” 
such as John Oliver or Seth Meyers, saying that he enjoys watching their shows and “how 
cleverly ironic they appear” (qtd. in Deuel, 2019). For Novakovich, “it’s a kind of a 
painkilling drug to laugh at it all,” since this is something he would not be able to do in 
former Yugoslavia, where “you could be jailed for making a joke about Tito” (ibid.). This is 
precisely what happens to Dolinar and Aldo, who want to explain that the whole situation was 
a big misunderstanding and that their remark was purely humorous, but they are immediately 
told that “if [they] had been serious, [the police officers] would have shot [them] on the spot, 
and if not then, pretty soon afterward” (Novakovich: 2006:50). The irony here is that they 
would have been punished in either case, for just talking to one another or for actually killing 
Tito, since labour camps could sometimes be even worse than death. 
 
Booth claims that “even in the most amiable irony one can always imagine a victim by 
conjuring up a reader or listener so naive as not to catch the joke; no doubt in some uses of 
irony the fun of feeling superior to such imagined victims is highly important” (Booth, 1974: 
27). However, the emotion that most often prevails is “that of joining, of finding and 
communing with kindred spirits” (ibid.). In his opinion, the authors enjoy playing with irony 
and they deem us capable of recognising the true meaning behind their words, they grant us a 
kind of wisdom (Booth, 1974: 28).  
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As said, irony requires lot of emotional involvement, not just on the part of the ironist, but 
also on the part of the interpreter. The interpreters could be the ironists’ targets without ever 
realizing it, or they might ‘misinterpret’ an irony – think that a statement is not ironic when it 
actually is or vice versa. Hutcheon claims that “going astray” could potentially result in the 
interpreter feeling embarrassed, irritated, annoyed or, in more serious cases even angry. In 
addition to this, irony can also “make people edgy, nervous about how to fix meaning 
securely and how to determine motivation” (Hutcheon, 1995: 38). Both the ironist and the 
interpreter are likely to make judgements about each other’s capabilities and either emotional 
detachment or involvement – they might even perceive irony as a version of what Kenneth 
Burke called a “symbolic act,” and “the dancing of and attitude” (ibid., 39). Hutcheon 
assumes that if anger and hostility are on one end of the emotional scale, detachment is very 
likely to be found on the other, so the ironists might “only appear cool and restrained on the 
surface as a way to mask actual hostility and emotional involvement” because in this way they 
can appear as “unflappable, almost, one might believe, uncommitted” (Hutcheon, 1995: 41). 
Some critics argue “the ironist has the potential to moderate and to regulate excess [and] even 
alleviate tension” (Hutcheon, 1995: 41), which is important to note since irony was often seen 
as a trait of the intellectuals and thus became associated with the “superiority” of the educated 
and upper classes in some European societies, meaning that there was actual rather than 
pretend detachment. 
Because irony as defined by Hutcheon happens in what she defines as “discourse,” it becomes 
obvious that it cannot be separated from the “social, historical and cultural aspects of its 
contexts of deployment and attribution” (Hutcheon, 1995: 17). Communication in itself is a 
form of social activity, which is why it necessarily involves relations of power and force. 
Hutcheon argues that irony is not about creating communities – irony happens in the first 
place because what could be called “discursive communities” already exist and provide the 
context for both the deployment and attribution of irony. People belong simultaneously to 
many such communities of discourse, and community has “its own restrictive but also 
enabling communication conventions” (ibid.). However, as Hutcheon explains, these 
communities are connected by means of different contexts and if there are several shared 
contexts, not as many signals will be needed in order for the interpreter to realize the ironic 
intention behind the ironist’s words (Hutcheon, 1995: 18). For example, there are some jokes 
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which will be characteristic of one nation and will be widely accepted within that territory, 
but not necessarily elsewhere.  
 
Both Novakovich and Hemon use jokes whose main “protagonists” are Mujo and Fata, a 
fictional couple known in the former Yugoslav countries. In “Hail,” one of the short stories in 
Infidelities, Stories of War and Lust, after a discussion about religion, Hasan tells the 
following joke to his fellow soldier Haris: “Coming home from Germany, Mujo drives into 
Tuzla in a new Mercedes, and he rolls down the window and waves to the people in the 
streets. Hey, what are you waving for? his friend Jamal says. Almost everybody now has a 
Mercedes. Yes, Mujo agrees, you are right about that, but not everybody has hands” 
(Novakovich, 2005: 94). This joke is also an example of dark humour – people do not have 
hands because they probably lost them after stepping on a land mine or when the area they 
lived in had been bombarded by the enemy. As a result, this joke might be offensive to some 
readers, and it is no wonder that even Haris does not laugh after Hasan repeats the punch line. 
With this joke, Novakovich achieves the following: he eases the tension among the soldiers 
(they are hiding from the Serb army and are afraid of getting killed or imprisoned), but he also 
provides us with a chance to laugh (or, rather, he dares us to laugh), creating a short instance 
of relief in the midst of the descriptions of terror the soldiers are going through. 
 
2.6 FUNCTIONS OF IRONY  
 
According to Hutcheon, there are several basic functions of irony: (1) the reinforcing 
function; (2) the function of irony operating as verbally or structurally complicating; (3) the 
ludic function; (4) irony as a distancing mechanism; (5) the provisional function; (6) the 
oppositional function. The simplest and the most straightforward function is the reinforcing 
function, “the familiar intentional use or interpretation of irony as being used to underline a 
point in […] everyday conversation” (Hutcheon, 1995: 48). Hutcheon explains that 
reinforcing has some positive traits, such as greater precision of communication, but on the 
other hand, it is also merely decorative, subsidiary and nonessential as it does not necessarily 
provide the interpreters with any new information and they can still understand the ironist’s 
overall message. The second function of irony is, as mentioned, that of operating as verbally 
or structurally complicating, a form of ambiguity present in all art. The third, ludic function of 
irony, could be seen as the “affectionate irony of benevolent teasing” (ibid., 49). The ludic 
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function may therefore be associated with humour and wit and interpreted as playfulness, 
coming closer in meaning to punning or even metaphor. For example, in one of the chapters 
in Hemon’s The Question of Bruno, a young Muslim begs his neighbour, a Serb, if he could 
lend him his horse, since he is being persecuted by the Chetniks.
2
 The neighbour gives him 
the horse without question and he manages to escape, but the Chetniks arrive wanting to know 
where “the circumcised dog” is, they beat his neighbour and threaten to kill him. After they 
leave, the neighbour curses “‘this world and the bloody sun and this country where everyone 
needs [his] horse” (Hemon, 2001: 115). The whole situation, despite the tragedy of the 
situation and him getting beaten up for simply trying to help, makes the reader giggle. They 
can form an image of a man who’s just been injured but yells the first thing that comes to his 
mind. The world or the sun had nothing to do with him getting beaten up, and it is obvious 
that not everyone in the country needs his horse.  
On the other hand, there are some critics that claim that irony is superficial and could easily 
be seen as “irresponsible, empty, even silly” to the point of “trivializing the essential 
seriousness of art” (Hutcheon, 1995: 49). This trivializing aspect of irony becomes even more 
evident with irony’s next function, that of irony being used as a distancing mechanism. 
According to Hutcheon, “distance can suggest the non-committal the inferred refusal of 
engagement and involvement, and so its more pejorative associations are with indifference or 
even Olympian disdain and superiority” (ibid.). What is more, distance can also provide both 
the interpreter and the ironist with a new perspective, enabling them to experience and show 
irony – respectively – in a different way.  Self-protection could be seen as a kind of a defence 
mechanism, but can at the same time be a form of self-promotion or even arrogance. Even 
though this may seem as a negative trait, it is not necessarily the case, since self-protection 
can “replace the aggressive with the ingratiating” by “acknowledg[ing] the opinion of the 
dominant culture – even appear[ing] to confirm it – and allow[ing] the speaker or writer to 
participate in the humorous process without alienating the members of the majority” (ibid., 
50). Therefore, the speaker or the writer can still express what they have intended, but they 
have to “camouflage” it in order to keep the interpreter happy and under a false sense of 
security, as they do not want the interpreter perceiving the ironist’s intention as an insult.  
                                                 
2
 The Chetniks were “members of a Serbian nationalist guerrilla force that formed during World War II to resist 
the Axis invaders and Croatian collaborators but that primarily fought a civil war against the Yugoslav 
communist guerrillas, the Partisans.” The term was revived again in the 1990s, when the Serb nationalists, 
“associating the term with loyalty and an active defense of the nation, used it to describe various paramilitary 
formations that fought for the Bosnian Serb cause.” In Croatia and Bosnia, however, the term acquired negative 
connotations of “nationalistic intolerance, irregular military status, and commitment to an outdated historic 
ideal” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. Chetniks). 
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Another function of irony is a provisional one, which means that there is always a “proviso,” 
i.e., “a kind of built in conditional stipulation that undermines any firm and fixed stand” 
(ibid., 50), which means that there is little or no possibility for equivocation, hypocrisy, 
duplicity and detention. On the other hand, this function can be “a way of counteracting any 
tendency to assume a categorical or rigid position of ‘Truth’” (Hutcheon, 1995: 51), in which 
case this function would be positive since irony could then be interpreted as an alternative to 
authoritative power. Another positive side of this function is that it accepts the uncertainty as 
something completely normal and does not condemn the multiplicity of meanings (ibid.). The 
same could be said for what Hutcheon calls the oppositional function of irony, for this is 
“where [the irony’s] transideological nature may be most clear, where the critical edge can be 
seen to cut both ways” (ibid., 52). The same utterance can be interpreted in two different 
ways, because what some people may find acceptable, others might find insulting or even 
subversive. One such ambiguous example can be found in The Lazarus Project when the 
detectives ransack the place “with the passion of soldiers fighting a just war” (Hemon: 2008: 
55). The concept of a “just war” is defined in the Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy as “the 
doctrine that a state may justly go to war for some restricted reasons, which are centrally those 
of self-defence, and the rescue of another state from an aggressor” (Oxford Dictionary of 
Philosophy,  s.v. “Just war”). Nonetheless, problems arise when trying to determine what self-
defence actually implies and what is allowed when fighting a war. Hemon, too, questions the 
morality of war (and whether there is such thing as a “just” war in the first place), thus 
indirectly criticizing the countries that get involved in a war. Some readers might therefore 
see this statement as subversive, but at the same time, this parallel between detectives and 
soldiers might make some readers laugh and they may find this statement perfectly 
acceptable.  
When it comes to the following, the assailing function of irony, Hutcheon claims that “the 
negative charge here is at its maximal when corrosive invective and destructive attack become 
the inferred – and felt – ends of irony” (Hutcheon, 1995: 52). This negative charge can be 
observed in April Fool’s Day, for instance, when the soldiers find “human fingers with 
wedding rings, necklaces with crucifixes, golden bridges” inside the pigs’ stomachs, since 
“the starving pigs had eaten their slain masters” (Novakovich: 2006: 104). The reader might 
see this scene as a sort of a poetic justice, since the situation is now reversed (humans are 
usually those who slaughter pigs for food; now humans are killing each other and the pigs get 
to eat them), but on the other hand, many unpleasant and horrifying things occur during the 
19 
 
war and this is merely a description of one such event. Apart from this negative charge, 
Hutcheon claims that the assailing function of irony could also be seen as a means of helping 
the interpreters keep their feet on the ground and not get carried away, which is why 
Hutcheon claims that it is a “cutting, derisive, destructive attack or sometimes of a bitterness 
that may suggest no desire to correct but simply a need to register contempt and scorn” 
(Hutcheon, 1995: 54). On the other hand, the positive side is the existence of the corrective 
function of satiric irony. 
Muecke argues that all irony can have a corrective function, but Hutcheon adds that “since 
satire is, by most definitions, ameliorative in intent, it is satire in particular that frequently 
turns to irony as a means of ridiculing – and implicitly correcting – the vices and follies of 
humankind” (Hutcheon, 1995: 52). She insists on a “continued existence of some emotive 
accent to irony as well as the continuing presence […] of some satiric, corrective functioning 
of irony” (ibid., 53). Just as irony may create communities, irony itself is also created by 
communities, and this is what Hutcheon calls the aggregative function of irony. The negative 
side of this function is, as mentioned, that it can be seen as elitist and exclusionary, dividing 
people into those who “get” irony and those who don’t. On the other hand, Hutcheon explains 
that irony that excludes includes as well, creating what Booth defines as “amiable 
communities” between ironist and interpreter, but the interpretation of the term “amiable” is 
subjective in this case, as it depends on the ironist’s and the interpreter’s point of view. The 
ironist might not necessarily utter an ironic remark with a bad intention, but the interpreter, 
the victim of the remark, will be offended by it and will no longer find the environment 
friendly, especially if he did not “get” the irony straight away. Therefore, Hutcheon defines 
this function of irony as the one with the maximum critical and emotive charge (ibid., 55). 
 
  
2.7 DUCKS AND RABBITS: THE SEMANTIC CHARACTERISTICS OF 
IRONY 
 
Hutcheon suggests that irony is in fact a process of communication and not “a straightforward 
semantic inversion and thus a static rhetorical tool to be used,” which is why she argues that 
“ironic meaning possesses three major semantic characteristics: it is relational, inclusive and 
differential” (Hutcheon, 1995: 58). What she means by “relational” is that irony operates not 
only between meanings (said, unsaid), but also between people (ironists, interpreters, targets). 
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Ironic meaning is could be interpreted as a combination of various different meanings, which 
leads the reader towards the second, the inclusive aspect of irony through a number of 
suggestive images. However, Hutcheon warns that such analogies are by no means perfect 
because they all need some additional help in order to be correctly interpreted. One of those 
suggestive images she mentions is the figure of duck and rabbit, which Ludwig Wittgenstein 
referred to in his Philosophical Investigations. This figure is perceived differently by each 
individual – the image is constructed in such a way that even though there is only one shape 
on the paper, some people see a duck, while others see a rabbit. She claims that even though 
the famous art historian Ernst Gombrich states that both the rabbit and the duck cannot be 
perceived at the same time, “when it comes to the ducks and rabbits of ironic meaning, our 
minds almost can [experience both at the same time],” because when interpreting irony, there 
is often a very rapid switch between the said and the unsaid (ibid., 60). It is precisely the idea 
of “rapid perceptual or hermeneutic movement” (ibid.) between what she calls the two ‘poles’ 
which makes this images a valid reference for irony. While Hutcheon states that even though 
the image of the ducks and rabbits does not convey the message that the “unsaid” is more 
important, it does put forward the idea of the ironic being in constant movement rather than 
just remaining fixed and unchanged. Furthermore, this image also implies that more than one 
meaning simultaneously come together in order to create a third composite (ironic) one, just 
like an instance of triple voicing in music, where “two notes played together produce a third 
note which is at once both notes and neither” (ibid). 
 
According to Hutcheon (1995: 60), all these images imply that ironic meaning can be and is at 
the same time double (or multiple), so a ‘literal’ meaning does not necessarily have to be 
rejected for the interpreter to be able to discover the ‘ironic’ or ‘real’ meaning of the 
utterance. Moreover, she argues that both the said and unsaid make up a new, a third meaning, 
which should be called the ‘ironic’ meaning. Some theorists claim that neither the literal nor 
the ironic meaning can be constantly embraced yet Hutcheon suggests that not only is that 
possible, but if it does not happen, the utterance is not being interpreted as ironic in the first 
place. Other theorists claim that “psychological tests show that people don’t ‘compute’ the 
literal meanings of ironic utterances, and so they draw the conclusion that the literal may not 
even be obligatory to comprehension” (Hutcheon, 1995: 60). If that is the case, Hutcheon 
wonders if it would still be possible to talk about irony, despite the simplifications of 
meaning, since Hutcheon claims that irony “needs both the stated and the unstated, for it is a 
form of what has been called ‘polysemia’” (ibid., 61). According to Paul de Man, irony 
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operates “where the sign points to something that differs from its literal meaning and has for 
its function the thematization of this difference” (ibid., 64). Hutcheon claims that this would 
then be the third, the differential aspect of ironic meaning, and it is this precisely the “edge 
that irony gets from its differential semantic structure and the necessarily dynamic, 
performative and social dimensions of ironic happenings” that mark the difference between 
irony and other rhetorical figures such as metaphor or allegory (ibid.). Hutcheon suggests that 
instead of following the traditional definitions of irony, the best approach would be to 
consider the ironic meaning in a new way, as a combination of all of the aspects of ironic 
meaning. 
 
Finally, having presented the theoretical framework, the next section will focus on more 
concrete examples of irony observed in Novakovich’s and Hemon’s works in order to see 
whether these markers apply to them and whether it is possible to reconstruct the ironic 
meaning. However, it is also important to note that there is a clear distinction between irony 
as practised or observed in life and that used in literature, so the chosen examples should be 
looked at with a certain degree of reserve.  
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3. WAR IN THE BALKANS IN THE 1990s 
 
In this chapter, I will outline some of the key features of the war in the Balkans in the 1990s 
in order to give the reader a better understanding of the political, social and economic 
situation at the time, the events that have led to the outbreak of the war and the events that 
took place during the war, as well as its consequences. 
The Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) was established after the end of the 
Second World War as a federation of six republics – Croatia, Slovenia, Serbia, Bosnia, 
Montenegro and Macedonia – brought together under President Tito’s communist regime 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Yugoslavia”). After Tito’s death in 1980, there were some 
tensions as the republics started to request a higher grade of autonomy, a situation which was 
further exacerbated by the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe (“Balkans War: A Brief 
Guide,” 2016). Thus, in Serbia, Slobodan Milošević made use of the allegations of the 
mistreatment of Serbs on the part of the Albanians and the current economic decline in order 
to launch his political agenda. In January 1989, the Yugoslav Communist Party voted to give 
up its power monopoly, thus effectively paving the way for the declaration of independence 
on the part of Croatia and Slovenia in May of 1991 (“CNN – The Balkan Crisis,” 1997). 
These two countries decided to break away from the central government in Belgrade (at that 
point dominated by Serbia), after which the Serb-dominated Yugoslav army took immediate 
action, first in Slovenia and then in the neighbouring Croatia (“Balkans War: A Brief Guide,” 
2016). 
When Croatian independence was declared on June 25, 1991, there were protests all over 
Serbian enclaves in Croatia, which happened to occur at the same time as the withdrawal of 
the Yugoslav People’s Army from a newly independent Slovenia. During the war in Croatia, 
“the city of Vukovar in Slavonia was levelled by bombardment, Dubrovnik and 
other Dalmatian cities were shelled, and about one-third of Croatian territory was occupied by 
Yugoslav forces” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v.  “Croatia”).  
 
Following Croatia and Slovenia’s example, Bosnia wanted to declare independence as well, 
but the situation in the country was slightly more complex, since its population consisted of 
Serbs, Muslims and Croats. Bosnian Serbs did not want Bosnia to become independent. They 
were supported by Serbs who lived in other parts of Yugoslavia and Radovan Karadžić, a 
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radical Serbian leader. They threatened to attack Bosnia if it became independent, despite 
only constituting a minority in the country. The referendum on Bosnian independence was 
held in 1992 and approved by the European Community, but war nevertheless broke out. 
Some of the units in the Yugoslav army withdrew from Croatia, started calling themselves the 
Bosnian Serb Army and “carved out a huge swathe of Serb-dominated territory” (“Balkans 
War: A Brief Guide,” 2016). By April of 1992, roughly two-thirds of Bosnian territory were 
under the Serb control and in May, a Bosnian Serb general Ratko Mladić, was given control 
of the units in Bosnia. The situation pretty much stagnated until 1994, when Bosnian Croats 
and Bosniaks formed a joint federation. The UN refused to intervene, but the UN Protection 
Force (UNPROFOR) still supervised the delivery of humanitarian aid and later even protected 
the so-called “safe areas.” Despite all the efforts, in July of 1995, Bosnian Serb forces 
“perpetrated the massacre of more than 7,000 Bosniak men” in Srebrenica, a town in eastern 
Bosnia (Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Bosnian War”). Moreover, more than 20,000 
civilians were forced to leave this area and the massacre, “which was the worst episode of 
mass murder within Europe since World War II, helped galvanize the West to press for 
a cease-fire that ended three years of warfare on Bosnia’s territory” (Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, s.v. “Srebrenica massacre”).  
 
Over the course of the war, nearly a million Bosnian Muslims and Croats were exiled from 
their homes, but there were casualties on the Serbian side as well. The Bosnian capital, 
Sarajevo, was “besieged and shelled” (“Balkans War: A Brief Guide,” 2016). There had been 
several unsuccessful peace proposals during the war which failed mainly because the Bosnian 
Serbs were unwilling to concede any territory.  
 
In February 1994, NATO used force for the first time, shooting down “four Bosnian Serb 
aircraft that were violating the UN-imposed no-fly zone over the country” (Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, s.v. “Bosnian War”). A couple of months later, NATO launched a series of 
ineffective air strikes against Bosnian Serbs.  In 1995, after the Srebrenica massacre, the air 
strikes became more frequent and more successful and Bosnia and Croatia lead a large-scale 
land attack on Bosnian Serbs. Finally, a ceasefire and the withdrawal of the Serbian Army 
were agreed upon and the international community got involved in order to restore peace in 
Bosnia. The Presidents of Serbia, Bosnia and Croatia – Milošević, Izetbegović and Tuđman 
were present during the negotiations in Dayton, Ohio, in late 1995. These negotiations 
resulted in the so-called Dayton Accords, which ”called for a federalized Bosnia and 
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Herzegovina in which 51% of the land would constitute a Croat-Bosniak federation and 49%  
a Serb republic” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Bosnian War”). The agreement was 
formally signed in December of 1995, and 60,000 international force members were deployed 
to the area to enforce it (Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Bosnian War”).  
 
Bosnia was eventually divided into two self-governing entities, the Bosnian Serb Republic 
and a Muslim-Croat Federation. In August 1995, the Croatian army entered the areas with 
predominantly Serbian population and thousands of Serbs were forced to abandon their 
homes. Soon after, Croatia and Bosnia completely regained their independence (“Balkans 
War: A Brief Guide,” 2016).  
 
4. IRONY AND HUMOUR IN ALEKSANDAR HEMON 
 
Hemon’s novels and short stories analysed in this Master’s thesis do contain some 
autobiographical elements. He is, however, more preoccupied with the characters’ journey 
towards trying to lead a somewhat normal life in a new and unfamiliar country. At the same 
time, the characters have to keep wondering what the situation is like back home, dealing with 
the uncertainty of not knowing whether their loved ones are still alive. Apart from being the 
title of Hemon’s novel, “Nowhere Man” is also the title of a Beatles song which Jozef 
Pronek’s band performs in the novel. The title is quite an appropriate one, since it reveals the 
main feeling present throughout the novel itself and in Hemon’s work, one of displacement, 
searching for one’s identity and constantly feeling out of place. Apart from Nowhere Man, 
chapter also analyses Hemon’s Love and Obstacles and The Question of Bruno through the 
examination of four main themes present throughout his work: war, immigration and identity, 
the language barrier, and irony and humour. 
 
4.1 WAR 
 
The narrator in “American Commando,” a short story in Love and Obstacles, says that he 
spent most of his childhood pretending to be at war with someone, yet the reader cannot help 
but notice that now that there is a real war in Bosnia, he is actually in the United States. He 
does not know what happened to his family and friends during the war, he does not know if 
they are dead, wounded or missing, since he has now built his life in America. He does, 
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however, tell a story of a “war” against the workers in the neighbouring building which took 
place when he was a child. He and his friends named themselves the Insurgents, choosing a 
name “inspired by the history of Yugoslavia, whose many nationalities traditionally died in 
various freedom-seeking insurgencies” (Hemon, 2010: 161). Having fought for weeks against 
the workers and the security guard in the neighbouring building in order to keep the 
possession of the garden in which they could play, the group “suddenly recognized [they] had 
long abandoned the hope of regaining the garden. [They would] not have been more satisfied 
if somehow, miraculously, the sovereignty of the garden was restored. Indeed, [they] would 
have lost [their] purpose” (ibid., 172). The main purpose of this “garden war” thus changed 
from protecting the garden from construction (and, at the same time, protecting their 
“playground”) to simply hurting the workers and the security guards. 
 
The narrator in “Passover.” one of the sections in Nowhere Man, recognizes the man with “a 
square, large head [and] the grimaces of someone from former Yugoslavia […]” (Hemon, 
2004: 21) as a boy who used to play with marbles in Sarajevo, Jozef Pronek. The narrator and 
his friends used to fight against Pronek and his friends because they lived in another building 
and constantly wanted to take over their playground. They would bully Pronek and he would 
never say a word, but they eventually ended up playing together. However, even though this 
meant that they stopped being enemies, the narrator claims that they did not become friends 
either. Since they were the “natives.” the narrator and his friends let Pronek and his friends 
settle, “but they were still in [their] land, and [they] never failed to let them know that” 
(Hemon, 2004: 24). The situation has changed for the narrator now, since he is an immigrant 
trying to find his place in another country, hoping that the natives will accept him. Moreover, 
the war between the “natives” and the kids from the new building is in a way an allegory of 
the war between the former Yugoslav countries, which despite the passing of time and 
improvements in the relationship between the countries, still causes tensions to this day.  
In “Yesterday.” another section in Nowhere Man, we find out that a lot of things have 
changed leading up to June of 1991, including the escalation of the conflict in Croatia. The 
Association of Bosnian Ukrainians starts looking for someone who would be interested in 
learning more about their Ukrainian heritage in Kiev. Despite not having any interest in his 
heritage, Jozef Pronek goes to Ukraine because he thinks that leaving will “help his mental 
health” (Hemon, 2004: 69). He comes back after a month, joking “that he had gone to the 
USSR to fix a few things, [and was now] ready to fix Yugoslavia” (ibid., 70). As the reader 
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discovers later on, he did not “fix” the USSR, because Ukraine became independent (and so 
did the other countries), and Yugoslavia would soon follow suit. However, the war in Croatia 
quickly escalates and even Sarajevo becomes unsafe, so when Pronek gets a call from the 
American Cultural Centre in November of 1991 to visit the USA and learn more about the 
country as a “young journalist likely to promote the idea of freedom” (ibid., 71), he accepts 
the offer immediately. The offer in itself is ironic because his country is trying to obtain its 
freedom and he is supposed to promote the idea of freedom in one of the freest and greatest 
countries in the world, as the Americans reiterate throughout the novel. It is therefore not 
surprising that even Pronek claims that he is “not sure what his relation to freedom [is]” 
(ibid.).  
In Nowhere Man, we can also read the letter written by Pronek’s friend Mirza, translated by 
Pronek himself, which was sent in December of 1995, after the war ended. Although only a 
couple of pages long, it is the chapter that best portrays the horrors of the war through Mirza’s 
eyes. Mirza finds it extremely important to mention that he has never used a gun, even though 
he was occasionally given one. He was merely working in the hospital, helping wounded 
soldiers. He tells all kinds of stories – he talks about a soldier who used to meet his wife on a 
regular basis while they were being watched by a sniper who didn’t want to kill them because 
they were in love and he thought that was nice. The sniper eventually killed the man because 
the woman asked him to come over to her and he did – “if a woman can tell him what he must 
do, he cannot live” (Hemon, 2004: 132). Even though this story is tragic, Mirza says that what 
was even worse was that he thought it was funny and they all “laughed like crazy” when they 
heard it (ibid). He helped carry wounded soldiers to a hospital which was far away. The 
soldiers would be in so much pain that they would scream and kick, so those who were 
carrying them were actually relieved if they died because then they “[didn’t] have to hurry” 
(ibid., 133). Sometimes, they would run “for six hours to take this man to the hospital and he 
died after five minutes and [they didn’t know] (ibid.). Mirza apologizes for talking too much, 
but war is the only topic he can talk about, and in Sarajevo, no one wants to listen to war 
stories, because they have already been through enough. Mirza ends his letter with a simple 
“P.S. Happy New Year,” which has a comical effect, because he has just described all those 
war horrors and everything he’s been through, and then it seems as though he randomly 
remembered to wish Pronek a happy New Year (ibid., 134). 
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The story of “A Coin” in The Question of Bruno takes place during the siege of Sarajevo. The 
narrator is in Chicago, while Aida, his friend, is in Sarajevo, witnessing every horrible thing 
that occurs on a daily basis and writing about it in letters. Aida’s letters sometimes take 
months to arrive and the narrator is afraid that there might be a possibility that she is already 
dead and that he is reading her letters as though she were alive. Aida feels attracted to Kevin, 
a British cameraman she works with, because he is so detached, “always being a gaze away 
from the world” (Hemon, 2001: 125). However, after he shoots yet another horrifying 
footage, she says she hates him and cannot stand the war anymore. She also films some 
horrifying footage of explosions, death, people in pain and people with dismembered bodies, 
but she starts putting it on a separate tape because she finds it hard to cope with everything 
she sees and she knows that the footage will probably not be aired anyway (ibid.). The 
narrator feels like he is lying because he does not know how much time it will take for the 
letters to reach Aida, so the things he writes might no longer be true when she finally gets to 
read it. He eventually has to write her letters himself because she doesn’t write back. Aida 
tries to be unpredictable because there are snipers who kill anyone who tries to cross an 
imaginary line between what she calls Point A and Point B. Aida has run from Point A to 
Point B “hundreds of times and the feeling is always the same but [she’s] never had it before. 
But once you get to point B everything is quickly gone, like it never happened, you continue 
with your everyday life” (ibid., 135). The snipers enjoy the shootings and the general state of 
fear and they even have competitions, waiting to see who will kill more people or animals. 
The situation is devastating, and Alma even watches the dogs tear apart her Aunt Fatima’s 
body which her family was forced to throw out of the window when it started decomposing as 
the sniper threat made it too dangerous to leave the house and organise a proper funeral. At 
that moment, however, instead of being scared or appalled, the only thing Aida can think 
about is skiing (ibid., 133), which shows that her mind is trying to come up with some 
pleasant images because she is completely horrified by the sight and is in a state of denial. 
In The Question of Bruno, Pronek is invited to Chicago, where he stays at his friend Andrea’s 
apartment. He dreams about his life in America because he knows that the situation in Bosnia 
will never be the same – the war there “was likely, if unimaginable” (Hemon, 2001: 161). He 
watches the news, where the recurring images are “barricades, and people running in panic, 
and white, innocent, armoured vehicles parked in the middle of a Sarajevo street” (Hemon, 
2001: 165). While watching the news, he also sees  
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a crowd of people in front of the Parliament building in Sarajevo, cowering and hastening to find cover, 
or just roaming, confused by the sniper fire, [as well as] a quick shot of a sneakered foot paired with a 
sneakerless foot, both twitching, and a big toe protruding, while the 29i mor29 the body [is] obscured 
by a cluster of people trying to help, some of them crying and wiping their tears with bloody hands. 
(ibid., 170) 
 
However, once this coverage is over, Pronek simply gets up and gets himself a glass of ginger 
ale, as if nothing happened (Hemon, 2001: 170). Pronek decides to stay in the United States, 
but cannot forget about Sarajevo, which is always present in his memories and in his dreams. 
He is worried about his family so he tries to speak to them whenever he can, but when he does 
manage to speak to them, they try to convince him that everything is alright and that the 
situation in the country is starting to improve.  
 
Pronek sometimes manages to watch the news and sees the paramilitary units entering Bosnia 
from Serbia. Carwin (Andrea’s roommate) and Chad (the roommate’s friend) cannot fathom 
the situation in Bosnia and think that everyone just hates each other. Pronek says that he is 
thinking about going back, even though it would be better for him to stay in the United States. 
He wants to see his family because he misses them, but Chad tells him he should simply stay 
and find a way to bring his family to the United States. For Carwin and Chad, war is like 
natural selection, where only the strongest survive. They think that immigrants thrive in 
America because everyone has equal opportunities, but they have to want it and fight for it. 
However, after this seemingly deep conversation, they just casually start talking about 
basketball, and about their everyday, American worries, not realizing the gravity of the 
situation in Bosnia (Hemon, 2001: 173). 
 
Later on, Pronek watches Headline News in order to see the latest developments in Bosnia.  
The situation has gotten worse, “Sarajevo was besieged, there was a severe lack of food, there 
were rumours of Serbian concentration camps, but he watched the images only to recognize 
the people in them” (ibid., 187). He tries to sleep, but he keeps the light on after seeing 
“footage of Sarajevo at night, in complete, endless darkness, with bullets and rockets incising 
and illuminating the sky” (ibid.).  
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Pronek gets fired from his job at the Boudin French Sourdough Bakery just one day after he 
sees  
a picture, framed with the red edges of the Time magazine front page, of a man in a Serbian 
concentration camp; the man stood between three thin lines of barbed wire, skin tautly stretched across 
his ribcage, facial hair eating his face away. He was not looking at the camera and the reader behind it, 
Pronek thought, not knowing whether being in the picture would save or kill him. (Hemon, 2001: 188) 
 
 What is more, Pronek gets fired despite having done nothing wrong, and the customer who 
has a problem with him wants to talk to someone who, according to him, can actually speak 
English. Pronek wants to say something, “something clever that would smash the man, but 
[cannot] think of any English words that could convey the magnitude of the absurdity, other 
than: ‘Romaine lettuce, iceberg lettuce, what’s difference?’” (Hemon, 2001: 189). This not 
only shows the unfounded prejudice towards foreigners but also the importance of the 
language barrier, since words failed Pronek at the precise moment he needed to be able to 
defend himself. 
 
After seeing all the horrible things that are happening in Bosnia on the news, Pronek starts to 
fear for his parents’ lives and realizes the gravity of the situation in Sarajevo. He now 
understands that he has never “known what death was and that he was never entirely present 
in his own life, because he thought – without really thinking – that it would last forever. He 
never thought enough of other people […] because he never thought they might die (Hemon, 
2001: 191). He wants to take a shower, but he keeps thinking of water shortages in Sarajevo, 
and he eventually starts hating himself because he thinks he was being selfish, “whatever he 
happened to be doing, just by being alive” (Hemon, 2001: 194). 
 
During the spring of 1996,  
 
the TV screen became saturated, oversaturated, undersaturated and then the exactly-opposite-of-
saturated with images from Bosnia; several more broadcast massacres in the city; the mauling and 
massacre of Srebrenica; some more Western muscle flashing; friends shot by snipers or killed by 
shrapnel; rape camps; starvation stories; burning villages; Karadzic, Mladic, Milosevic shaking hands 
with someone; the end of the siege of Sarajevo and the war; talking to his parents once a month or so. 
(ibid., 202) 
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Pronek decides to return to Sarajevo but now everything has changed, a lot of the people he 
knew were killed, the places he used to see every day and which he used to go to were 
destroyed during the bombings. He tries to visit Vienna on his way back to the United States 
with his Bosnian passport, but they won’t let him out of the airport – he is “an alien resident 
of the United States.” It is at this point that Pronek realizes he is an “oxymoron,” because he 
is going back to the US, a country which offers a lot of freedoms to its citizens, but he is still a 
Bosnian, so even though he lives in the US, he does not enjoy the same privileges (Hemon, 
2001:  209). 
 
4.1.1 AMERICAN INVOLVEMENT AND OPINION ON THE SITUATION IN BOSNIA 
 
In Nowhere Man, Pronek and his friends visit the Babi Yar
3
 ravine during their time in 
Ukraine. The ravine is full of trees that “[grow] out of pits that once upon a time had been 
filled up with human flesh, [therefore creating] a disturbing effect of feeling unjustly alive” 
(Hemon, 2004: 103). There, they watch President George W.H. Bush give his speech, during 
which he acts like he is in the United States, “where voters [grow] like weeds” (Hemon, 2004: 
103). After giving his speech, he sees Pronek and wants to talk to him because he thinks 
Pronek “would make his presidential self look better on a photo [because he] looked Slavic 
and exotic, yet intelligible – the whole evil empire contracted in in one photogenic brow of 
woe” (ibid., 105). Bush is under the impression Pronek is Ukrainian and when Pronek tells 
him Ukraine is not his country, he answers: “It is as yours as you make it” (ibid., 106). Pronek 
once again replies that this is not his country and that he is from Bosnia, but it does not seem 
to matter to Bush. For him, Bosnia is “all one big family” and “if there is a misunderstanding, 
[they] oughtta work it out” (ibid.). In this case, Hemon uses an actual historical event, Bush’s 
visit to Babi Yar in 1991 to somehow emphasise that as a foreigner himself, he knows how 
difficult it is to adapt to the customs of another country and to make it one’s own, as Bush 
suggests. Moreover, Bush still refers to Bosnia as “one big family” under the common name 
of Yugoslavia. This used to be the case in the past, before what he calls a ‘misunderstanding’ 
had escalated into a full-scale war with long-lasting consequences. By introducing the figure 
of the American President, Hemon also alludes to the involvement of the international 
community that eventually resulted in the Dayton Accords of 1995 and helped end the war 
(ibid., 111).  
                                                 
3
 A ravine near Kiev, the site of a mass grave of thousands of victims, predominatly Jews, who were killed by 
the Nazis between 1941 and 1943 (Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.v. “Babi Yar”).  
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While in America, Pronek keeps trying to explain that there is a “huge” difference between 
Bosnia and Yugoslavia and says that he does not know what is going to happen in the area. 
He meets John Milius, an American screenwriter and director, and his companion Reg Butler 
in Los Angeles. Butler states that there are evidently “thousands of years of hatred […]” 
involved in this war in the Balkans and that he “can’t understand a damn thing” (Hemon, 
2001: 153). He even wonders if he could “call General Schwarzkopf to see what [the 
Americans] can do there. Maybe [they] can go there and kick some ass,[…] like [they] kicked 
Saddam’s ass […]” (Hemon, 2001: 154), which shows the American belief in their superiority 
and the superiority of their military power under any circumstances.  
 
Pronek and Andrea visit Andrea’s parents, who once again advise him to stay in America. 
Andrea’s grandmother thinks Bosnia is in fact Boston, while Andrea’s mother says Bosnia is 
in Yugoslavia, near Czechoslovakia. In this way, they just show their disregard for Pronek 
and his culture and a general lack of knowledge. Pronek feels out of place and embarrassed as 
it is, eating food he is not used to and taking off his shoes, even though there is no need for 
him to do that. He says he used to be a writer, and Andrea’s parents think he is like Kundera, 
who was “from Czechoslovakia, too” (Hemon, 2001: 176). Andrea’s father has read about the 
war in Bosnia, but he does not understand the situation. He finds it “mind-boggling” and 
hopes the war ends before America has to intervene (ibid, 177). 
 
4.2 IMMIGRATION AND IDENTITY 
 
In “Passover,” the narrator, a Bosnian immigrant, finds himself in Chicago in 1994, while the 
war in Bosnia is in full swing. The narrator is unemployed and is about to be interviewed for 
an ESL teaching job which he applied for “strictly out of despair” (Hemon, 2004). As he 
himself claims, he has never taught anything in his life, let alone English, which is probably 
why he is not the most adequate person for the job (ibid., 9). At the same time, he keeps 
coming across headlines such as “Defences Collapse in Gorazde,” which serve as a constant 
reminder of the death and destruction that are going on back home in Bosnia. He is quite 
nervous during his job interview and has butterflies in his stomach, but unlike the butterflies 
that are usually associated with love and something pleasant and positive, the butterflies he 
feels are “ripping off one another’s wings, biting viciously through one another’s abdomens” 
(ibid, 12). Apart from creating an unpleasant image, the butterflies also mimic the current 
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situation in his homeland, which is war-torn and where people of the same nationality fight 
against each other. When asked about his previous teaching experience, he replies that he 
doesn’t have any, but that he nonetheless has “huge learning experience,” which should still 
account for something (Hemon, 2004: 15). As is to be expected, the interviewers want to 
know where he comes from, so they ask what his “point of origin” is, making him feel as if he 
were a kind of parcel or a shipment that just came to the US by chance. He is from Sarajevo, 
Bosnia, which, according to one interviewer is “neat,” while the other interviewer replies that 
he “spent years studying other cultures” (ibid.). This only further emphasizes the idea that he 
is an outcast, someone who does not really belong in America, but has no other choice at the 
moment.  
 
“Stairway to Heaven” takes place in Kinhasa, Congo, on “a perfect African night, straight out 
of Conrad […]”4 (Hemon, 2010: 1). Since his father was “a minor Yugoslav diplomat in 
charge of communications (whatever that meant),” the family moved to Africa in the summer 
of 1983. The narrator soon befriended Spinelli, their neighbour, who he considered “a true 
American, a liar and a braggart […],” which clearly shows what the narrator’s opinion on 
Americans is (ibid., 9). Spinelli and the narrator spend their days smoking hashish and 
listening to Led Zeppelin songs, such as “Immigrant Song” and “Stairway to Heaven.”  
Spinelli says that all men “were dropped down here and [they] wanna go back up, but there’s 
no rope” (ibid., 23). However, in his opinion, everyone can at least aspire to climb the rope as 
high as possible, just like the immigrants that come to America in search of new opportunities 
and a better life. At the end, the narrator’s family members which until now have been 
referred to as “Mama,” “Tata” and “Sestra” (in Croatian) become “anglicised,” Mother, 
Father and Sister. The whole family is laughing, “hiding desperately [their] rope burns” (ibid. 
36), which once again alludes to “Stairway to Heaven” and “Immigrant Song,” since they are 
also trying to climb their way up in the society and trying to create a better life for themselves. 
However, even though they are trying to pretend everything is okay, the fact that they are 
“desperate” proves that this is not the life they had imagined for themselves and that they are 
trying to fit in but it is not going as well as they thought it would.  
 
                                                 
4 Throughout the chapter, the narrator reads Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, which talks about imperialism 
and racism in Congo and the fight between the  “civilised” and the “savages.” Hemon uses this as a parallel 
between the Americans and the immigrants – the immigrants are always seen as outcasts, people who lack 
intelligence and, above all, freedom. 
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“Szmura’s room” is a short story about Bogdan, a man who has just moved into a room in 
Szmura’s apartment. Szmura talks to the narrator about Bogdan during a poker night, telling 
him: “he is from your lousy country, Bosnia, whatever you call it” (Hemon, 2010: 96). He is 
being disrespectful and does not show any interest in other people’s feelings, especially 
because they are foreigners. Szmura performs “dumb foreigner acts” and “bad-accent jokes” 
at Bogdan’s expense, making fun of Bogdan and treating him like an idiot (ibid., 96). Even 
though Bogdan pays the rent and should be in equal condition as Szmura, he is under no 
circumstance allowed to enter Szmura’s room, yet Szmura can enter Bogdan’s room freely. 
Szmura even ends up beating Bogdan up at the end when he enters his room out of curiosity; 
this is foreshadowed by the image of Bogdan’s “blue shirt sprinkled with drops of red” when 
he eats Smura’s tomato soup which looks like “congealed blood” (Hemon, 2010: 115). 
Szmura welcomes Bogdan to America, a “great country which had been built by immigrants, 
including Szmura’s own grandparents,” yet he still looks down on him and treats him like an 
inferior human being (Hemon, 2010: 99). In one of the scenes, Bodgan is literally below 
Szmura as Szmura gives him a demonstration of the “submission technique” (ibid.) and says 
that he could kill him if he wanted to. Szmura wants to integrate Bogdan into the American 
society and wants him to “start living in America, stop living in the past” (Hemon, 2010: 
108). However, his good intentions are slightly undermined when the reader learns that he 
wants to take him “under his vulture wing” at the “Szmura Institute of Integration” (ibid., 
109) in order to teach him about how great America is. Moreover, he constantly humiliates 
Bogdan, makes fun of him and treats him in a condescending manner, using him only for his 
own gain. 
 
In “American Commando,” the reader is introduced to Alma, a Bosnian student of film at the 
NYU interested in questions of “Identity” who wants to make a film about “the Bosnian 
experience” (Hemon, 2010: 150). She wants to interview the narrator and wants him “to tell 
the story of [his life] and displacement, the loss and the transformation, [his] complicated 
identifications” (ibid.). He embellishes some parts of the story and makes up others. She talks 
to his parents first in order to find out more about him, which terrifies him because he does 
not find it hard to imagine “[his] intoxicated family seriously undermining the image of the 
noble, worldly misfit who found his salvation in writing, the image [he] had so carefully and 
publicly established” (ibid., 151). He is even more hurt because he feels that as “the only 
professional storyteller in [the] family,” he is the only one entitled to tell his story (ibid.). He 
has no reason to fear, however, because his family only has nice things to say about him. 
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In 1995, Pronek finds himself in Chicago, living “unhappily ever after” (Hemon, 2004: 69). 
At first, the reader can see how he has been affected by the war because he hears an 
unfamiliar sound which he immediately associates with dead bodies that have been shot, but it 
simply turns out to be a worker using a stapler. Pronek applies for a job where he is told that 
“it’s a good place not to be [in Bosnia] now” (ibid., 141) and where he is constantly reminded 
of the atrocities that are taking place back home by reading headlines such as “Thousands 
Killed in Srebrenica” (ibid., 145). His family is still in Sarajevo and the situation is getting 
worse because “some Serbs try to kill the Muslims in Sarajevo and Bosnia, and also the 
people who don’t want to kill the Muslims” (ibid., 149). He has to deliver a court order to a 
Serbian, and his employer thinks that he is going to hate him because of what is going on in 
Bosnia. His employer also asks him whether he is a Serbian or a Muslim, but Pronek says that 
he is “complicated” and that he can simply be called “the Bosnian.” The employer doesn’t 
care as long as he speaks the same language, in this case, “Yugoslavian or something,” or, as 
he later calls it, the “monkey language” (ibid., 146), which only further emphasizes Pronek’s 
feeling of being a foreigner. Even though he has rehearsed what he is going to say when he 
sees the Serbian, Pronek freezes – he could speak his own language but he can’t, so he lies 
and says he is Ukrainian because the Serbian man frightens him.   
 
Pronek is completely aware of his status and vulnerability as a foreigner, and the way the rest 
of those around him, especially the natives, perceive him. William, a comedian, tries to 
imitate Pronek’s accent, but everything he manages to produce is a “morbidly unfunny 
performance that included idiotic grimaces and an accent that to Pronek sounded Irish” 
(Hemon, 2004: 195). Rachel and Pronek see a mouse and they try to kill him by throwing 
books at him. Rachel passes Dostoevsky’s The Idiot5 but Pronek tells her not to use this one 
and she eventually passes him a book titled Death in Venice (ibid., 218). When the books do 
not work, they try to drown the mouse in a bucket of water, but he is fighting for his life. 
Rachel chooses this moment to correct Pronek’s grammar, as he should say “the mouse like 
this” instead of “a mouse like this.” so he gets angry and wonders why she always has to 
correct him when she understands him perfectly well (ibid., 218). He kicks the bucket with 
the mouse and says “correct this.” throws The Idiot across the room and starts smashing stuff. 
                                                 
5
 The title is ironic because in this book, the rest of the characters mistakenly assume that the main character, 
Lev Nikolayevich Myshkin, is not intelligent and does not know much about the world.  Pronek is treated in the 
same way because he is a foreigner who does not speak English very well and has had some trouble adapting 
into the society  
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Rachel tries to take a photo of him, so he wants her to see the real him, almost animal-like, 
banging his “chest with his fists, as if trying to break it open” and screaming until he loses his 
voice (ibid., 221). This is the perception that people usually have of foreigners, especially 
those that come from poorer countries, and now Pronek proves Rachel right by behaving 
exactly in a way he is not supposed to. 
 
In The Question of Bruno, Pronek comes to the USA with his red Yugoslav passport, his 
name misspelled (Proniek/ Pronak). The Americans talk about the Super Bowl and want to 
emphasize the fact that America is the greatest country in the world and it offers plenty of 
freedom and equal opportunities for everyone. However, Pronek still cannot escape the fact 
that he is a foreigner and that he has just arrived in a new country, to which he has yet to 
adapt, so he inadvertently puts himself in a number of awkward situations. For example, when 
he sees the White House for the first time, he asks, “Why is it called White House? Do you 
have to be white to live there?” (Hemon, 2001: 145). In New Orleans, he wants to buy a hot 
dog and he’s standing in line behind Garth Brooks, a famous country singer who everyone but 
Pronek recognizes. In Columbus, Ohio, he has dinner at a poet’s house. They are joined by a 
professor who specializes in early American history, especially the Founding Fathers. When 
Pronek asks if there are Founding Mothers, he is “immediately rewarded with a forgiving 
collective smile” (Hemon, 2001: 151).  
 
Pronek eventually has to move out of Andrea’s apartment because her parents are planning on 
selling it, but her father offers him a job as a cleaner – “oh, what a lucky break for our 
immigrant!” (Hemon, 2001: 195). Andrea’s father tells him that there is nothing wrong with 
working as a cleaner and that people like Pronek, immigrants, have made America as great as 
it is for the Americans (ibid., 195). 
 
4.3 OVERCOMING THE LANGUAGE BARRIER? 
 
Mihalka, who is in Pronek’s ESL class in Chicago, is determined to learn the Past Perfect 
Tense, which to him seems as if it were “death and he were ready for it” (Hemon, 2004: 21). 
However, in his desire to learn how to use Past Perfect correctly, he starts overusing it, and 
his sentences sound quite ungrammatical. On the other hand, Victor Plavchuk, Pronek’s 
roommate in Kiev, makes up a story about writing a Ph.D. thesis titled “Queer Lear” when 
Jozef asks him what he is doing in life. He wants to say that the title is actually “The Collapse 
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and Transformation of Performative Masculinity in King Lear.” but he does not have time, 
since Jozef finds the title “Queer Lear” entertaining and immediately creates the rhyme “My 
little horse he thinks it is queer, that there is so no house near” (Hemon, 2004: 81), completely 
misinterpreting the meaning of the word ‘queer’. Therefore, Hemon juxtaposes Plavchuk’s 
grammatically correct English (Plavchuk even quotes Shakespeare – “Tis the time’s plague, 
when madmen lead the blind” (King Lear, Act 4, Scene 1) or “Ah, get thee to a nunnery!” 
(Hamlet, Act 3, Scene 1). with Pronek’s “broken English, with articles missing, with subject, 
verb and object hopelessly scrambled [..]” (Hemon, 2004: 90). Moreover, Pronek uses “a lot 
of the’s,” making his sentences grammatically incorrect (Hemon, 2004: 188). This difference 
is proficiency in English is completely understandable since Pronek is an immigrant who has 
learned English by playing The Beatles songs and participating in English classes while 
Plavichuk has lived in the US his entire life. Unlike the characters in his works, however, 
Hemon is ironically often praised for having “gradually assembled one of the most fabulous 
and exuberant vocabularies and linguistic styles that the English language has seen in the last 
50 years” (Freeman, 2016).  
 
4.4 IRONY AND HUMOUR 
In the chapter “Fatherland” in Nowhere Man, Jozef Pronek, Viktor Plavichuk and the rest of 
the group are in Ukraine during the coup and the proclamation of independence, but even 
though “Ukraine hasn’t died yet,” Victor’s father is about to die and eventually does die while 
Victor is “in the Frankfurt Airport duty-free shop, considerately buying a few bottles of 
Absolut vodka that would be consumed at [his father’s wake]” (Hemon, 2004: 126). Viktor 
hated his father for being a foreigner, “displaced, cheap and always angry” (ibid., 89). 
Moreover, he would make Viktor stand up for the national anthem during a baseball game 
because Viktor was born in America, but he would not stand up because he still considered 
himself Ukrainian. Ironically, Viktor eventually falls in love with Pronek (he cannot and does 
not confess this to him), even though Pronek is also a foreigner trying to fit into another 
culture.  
Pronek’s grandmother looked after him in his childhood and she would tell him bedtime 
stories which had the exact opposite effect – they would scare him so he could not fall asleep 
and when he did, he had nightmares and would wake up weeping (Hemon, 2004: 34). He 
sometimes dreamed about his parents or his grandmother dying, and his grandmother did in 
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fact die. Ironically, this was also the day “Josef’s conscious life fully began” (ibid., 35). He 
felt guilty for not being able to cry and mourn his grandmother’s death, so he used some 
onions to help him cry,  now “producing more tears than necessary and a couple of hours of 
complete blindness” (ibid.). 
Growing up, Pronek took part in English classes at the Pioneer Centre, where he learned 
several songs in English, but his parents did not like the idea of him singing in a language 
they did not understand. Therefore, they insisted he first translate the songs and explain their 
real content, but Pronek started making things up, “enjoying his power over his ignorant 
parents,” who were in fact supposed to be teaching him, not vice versa (Hemon, 2004: 39). 
Similarly, the boy’s parents in the short story “Everything” in Love and Obstacles want to 
discuss his future but they are scared because they do not are not familiar with the Rimbaud 
book he keeps referencing and which he claims is like his “bible.” The boy claims that 
“parents know nothing about their children; some children lead their parents to believe they 
could be understood, but it is a ruse – children are always one step ahead of their parents” 
(Hemon, 2010: 45). As if this were not enough, his parents want him to become part of “the 
great community of people who made food collection and storage the central organizing 
principle of their life” (ibid.). Therefore, he is sent to Murska Sobota in order to buy a freezer 
chest for his family. He finds Murska Sobota “exotic and dangerous” (ibid., 41), when it is 
actually just a small, tranquil town in north-eastern Slovenia.  
On his way there, the boy fantasizes about meeting a pretty receptionist in the hotel, but, 
“needless to say, the receptionist was and elderly man, hairy and cantankerous, his stern name 
Franc” (ibid., 46). He thinks the American woman, who he names Elizabeth, has an interest in 
him, so he offers her a contraceptive pill, thinking that he is a true gentleman. When she calls 
her husband, he realizes that he clearly “had not said the right word” (ibid., 56). He cherishes 
this pill as a treasure, always keeps it in his pocket and thinks that women will appreciate it if 
he offers it to them, but once he returns home, however, his mother washes the denim pants 
and the pill simply disintegrates (ibid., 59). “Elizabeth” understandably gets scared and calls 
the receptionist, who slaps and kicks the boy, but “Franc’s exertions and kicks [are] 
hysterical, therefore funny” (ibid., 57). The narrator nevertheless concludes that “he was a 
good, if unpleasant man, Franc was. He even slowly, carefully closed the door” after beating 
him up (Hemon, 2010: 57). The freezer eventually arrives in 17 days and the family fills it up 
completely with meat and vegetables. Soon the war comes, the electricity in Sarajevo gets cut 
and “everything in the freezer chest [thaws], [rots] in less than a week, and then finally 
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[perishes]” (ibid., 59). Therefore, the macabre final sentence swiftly undoes the humour of the 
rest of the tale.  
In the section “Yesterday” in Nowhere Man, meanwhile, Pronek fantasizes about “tough army 
life, about doing thousands of push-ups, crawling under barbed wire, astonishing his 
commanding officer at the shooting range with his precise eye” (Hemon, 2004: 59). However, 
when he does join the army, the reality is completely different – instead of serving in the 
military police, where his father has some connections, Pronek finds himself in “an infantry 
unit, in a Macedonian town called Štip, which reeked of coconut-flavoured chewing gum, as a 
candy factory was the only thing beside the army garrison” (Hemon, 2004: 60). He is working 
in the kitchen, where his only task is to peel the potatoes and wash the dishes, so instead of 
becoming tougher and maturing, Pronek only feels humiliated and lies to his parents, trying to 
make his life in the army seem better that it actually is. 
 
5. IRONY AND HUMOUR IN JOSIP NOVAKOVICH 
  
The following section of this Master’s thesis, just like the previous ones, will be divided into 
several subsections, each of them referring to such themes as Yugoslavia and the war, 
immigration and the American involvement, themes that are present in both Hemon’s and 
Novakovich’s works. The works which will be used for the analysis are those that form part 
of the primary literature chosen for this thesis: Novakovich’s novel April Fool’s Day, his 
collection of short stories Infidelities: Stories of War and Lust and Plum Brandy: Croatian 
Journeys, a collection of essays.  
 
5.1 YUGOSLAVIA AND THE WAR 
 
Ivan Dolinar, the main character of Novakovich’s novel April Fool’s Day, “falls in love with 
power as soon as he learns how to crawl” (Novakovich, 2006: 1). Nevertheless, his love of 
power and the “state apparatus” soon reaches extreme limits – at one point, while trying to 
impress a group of soldiers, “Ivan marched with such hatred of the invisible enemy that in 
lifting his legs high and slamming them on the cobblestone, he looked more like a caricature 
of a Nazi youth that a partisan” (ibid., 6). This act, instead of making him look like an ally, 
makes him look like the enemy, and has the exact opposite effect on the soldiers, who start 
laughing uncontrollably. Ivan is eager to prove his love and loyalty to President Tito, which is 
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why, during the celebration of the Day of the Republic, he and his friends take down the flags 
that were hanging from electric wires and proudly bring them to school for a display, wanting 
to show that they “glorify Yugoslavia” (ibid., 7). Their actions unfortunately backfire because 
they get punished by their teacher and their parents, which marks the beginning of Ivan’s 
change of heart: the love towards the authority gradually turns into hatred.  
 
The hatred only becomes stronger when “Ivan writes a touching letter to the President [on the 
occasion of his birthday], filling it with praises of the highest quality” (ibid., 13). In this letter, 
Ivan wants to “address God as flatteringly as possible” (ibid., 14), and he even writes the 
letter in the form of the Lord’s Prayer. By writing the letter in this manner, Ivan puts Tito on 
the same level with God, showing that he deserves to be praised and worshiped. The letter 
was written with the best intentions, but the teacher does not see it as well-intended – she 
angrily tears the letter apart after reading it, yelling at Ivan for having dared to write 
something so atrocious. From her point of view, the letter is full of “cynicism” and a 
borderline offensive “ridicule,” something that President Tito, the highest authority in the 
country should not see under any circumstances (ibid., 15). Ivan is therefore “taken aback by 
the cruelties of the adult world” (ibid.) and no longer feels the same admiration and 
appreciation for Tito, since his letter, written with childish innocence, was completely 
dismissed and became the cause for his punishment. 
 
Ivan was sent to Goli Otok because he and his friend Aldo were overheard by the police while 
“planning” to assassinate Tito. Having spent some time in the labour camp, he finds it 
peculiar that “Soviet tricks would be imitated there when the prison colony was organized 
primarily to torture pro-Soviet activists” (ibid., 52) – Tito wants to punish those who oppose 
him, but in doing so, he uses the exact methods of the enemy he is trying to fight against, thus 
losing a certain degree of credibility. He constantly wants to prove that Yugoslavia is better, 
but he creates the exact opposite effect when he imprisons and isolates innocent people who 
disagree with the system, just like in the USSR. While Ivan is imprisoned on the island, Tito 
and Indira Gandhi come for a visit. Tito wants to explain the benefits of “re-educating some 
of his disobedient citizens” by sending them to a labour camp, saying that he guarantees “that 
[Ivan] will be a beautiful citizen after spending a few years fighting the rocks. He will have 
wonderful work habits” (ibid.). As a sign of appreciation, Tito hands Ivan a Cuban cigar. Ivan 
says he would love to smoke it, although the cigars “were the only thing he detested more in 
his mouth, other than gruel made out of grains from excrement” (ibid., 53). He tries to 
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persuade Tito to simply let him keep the cigar as a souvenir, but Tito tells him to “just smoke 
it and enjoy it […]. You never know how long you’ll live, souvenirs are not to be relied on” 
(ibid.). Ivan has no other choice but to smoke the cigar, and, according to Tito, he is doing it 
the wrong way, which is why he cannot set him free, as Gandhi suggested: “Just look at how 
he draws his breath, way too eagerly for my taste. I never trust men who can’t pace their 
cigars” (ibid.).  
 
Tito could somehow “tell right away [Ivan] had suicidal tendencies” (ibid., 55), even though 
he knew absolutely nothing about him as a person. He did, however, know that Ivan 
supposedly tried to kill him, and that was all he needed to know to send Ivan to a labour 
camp. At the time, however, killing or trying to kill Tito would equal having suicidal 
intentions because the assassins would either be shot on the spot or sent to a labour camp, 
where they would likely die. Tito says that he likes assassins because “there are still a few 
people who need to be assassinated. Of course, [he doesn’t] like the idea of [his] own 
assassination” (ibid.). Gandhi, on the other hand, says that she does not like assassins, yet she 
is assassinated by her Sikh guards, as stated later on in the novel (ibid., 86). Tito is in a 
position of power, so he has the privilege of deciding whether he wants to execute Ivan, free 
him or do nothing at all. He ends up extending his sentence for two more years, inviting him 
to Brioni, his island summer residence in the Adriatic once he is free. Moreover, he gives Ivan 
the following advice: “go easy with that pickaxe. Pace yourself. Pretend to be working. When 
you get out of here, you don’t want to have arthritis” (ibid.). Without actual context, the 
reader, having read all of Tito’s remarks told during his visit to Goli Otok, might think that he 
is talking to an old friend who is on a vacation rather than a labour camp prisoner who was 
sent there on his orders as a form of punishment for something he did not do.  Tito’s remarks 
make the whole situation even more absurd and add a touch of humour, which serves as a 
distraction from the fact that Ivan is a victim of an unjust political system who happened to be 
at the wrong place and the wrong time. Moreover, the humour provides a short sense of relief 
before the novel continues and more tragedies occur. In Novakovich’s own words, “if the 
emotional tone of your novel is grim, it’s good to offer a break, because unrelieved grimness 
can grow monotonous. Using humor as a contrast will then deepen the tragic impact of your 
story” (Novakovich, 1995). 
 
Although Tito decided to extend Ivan’s sentence by two more years, Ivan is freed only a year 
later and witnesses the so-called Croatian spring, a cultural and political movement which 
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lasted from 1970 to 1971 and whose goal was to ensure that Croatia was given its rights 
within Yugoslavia. Tito sends in his special forces in order to supress the protestors, leaving 
Ivan wondering about how anyone can be a nationalist in the first place if nationalism always 
results in violence (ibid., 57–58). In addition to this, there are open nationalist tensions 
between Croats and Serbs in his hometown of Nizograd, and as a reaction to these tensions, 
Marko, a tombstone maker, interrupts the mayor “in the middle of the atheist, Communist 
assembly” and gives the following speech: “Our leaders are hypocrites. God creates us equal. 
In front of Him we are all blades of grass. So, why all this nonsense? Why do some of you 
shout, I am a Croat, and others, I am a Serb? What the hell is the difference? Who cares? Let 
me tell you, God doesn’t” (ibid.). Ivan finds this speech refreshing and unusual, because, as a 
Calvinist, “Ivan had seen many religious people of considerable courage remain silent in 
public gatherings. And here an old time Communist, who would be expected to be an atheist, 
had spoken out” (ibid., 59). The roles are now reversed, as those who were supposed to speak 
up remained quiet while those who would usually keep their opinion to themselves decided to 
say it out loud. In this way, they also motivated other people to take action and start thinking 
about their future, rather than keep a passive attitude. 
 
Due to these open nationalist tensions and “with the Yugoslav army firmly on the side of 
Milosevic and the Greater Serbian aims, and the Serb police ready to shoot in the other 
republics of Yugoslavia, Ivan felt threatened” (ibid.). He believed that the Serbs would not 
need an excuse to kill him, because to them 
 
he would be a Croat even though he didn’t feel Croatian. So, on the essential level of 
survival, the threat simplified him into a Croatian. He voted for the Croatian 
Democratic Union – which promised strong self-defence – despite his theories about 
the Slavic predilection for abstaining from voting. He didn’t join the CDU, however; 
to vote without belonging to parties was his assertion of individuality. (ibid., 98) 
 
Despite not feeling like a Croat, Ivan could not deny that that was still his nationality. 
However, Ivan was drafted into the Yugoslav Federal Army just as Croatia was about to 
organize its own police and in the meanwhile, Croatia and Slovenia had declared their 
independence. After the war in Croatia broke out, Ivan was sent to Vukovar, Croatia, to fight 
against the newly formed Croatian army, fight against his own people (ibid., 99). During the 
siege of Vukovar in November of 1991, Ivan discovered a man hiding in a basement. The 
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man begged Ivan not to kill him and Ivan was reluctant about shooting him, but the captain 
considered this a rite of passage. In his opinion, “you can’t be in a war and not kill, it’s like 
working in a brothel and remaining a virgin. And Ivan was curious, not so much about how 
men died but how they killed, about whether he could kill” (ibid., 107). Ivan could not bring 
himself to shoot the man and asked him if he wanted a cigarette, just like Tito had done a 
couple of years before. Back then, he was the one feeling inferior to Tito, who had the power 
to decide about his destiny, and now he has another man’s life in his hands. Ivan would most 
likely have let the man go had the rest of the soldiers not gathered, but once he saw them he 
felt conflicted: “the man could do nothing about it; for him, this was fate. Ivan, on the other 
hand, could pull the trigger, or not” (ibid., 108). Even though he knew that the right choice 
would be not to pull the trigger, Ivan still felt pressured to do so. He knew that “no matter 
what he did (or did not do), it would be wrong and it would work against him. Maybe he 
should not have the illusion of choice. He was weak and had no choice, essentially” (ibid., 
108). In the end, Ivan pulled the trigger three times, not feeling anything at all and 
succumbing to the pressure of the war (ibid., 108). 
 
Several months later, while moving through northern Bosnia, Ivan’s unit spotted a Croat 
bunker, after which “the commander selected three soldiers – including Ivan – to creep up to 
the bunker and take the machine-gun nest” (ibid., 113). During the ambush, Ivan is shot but 
manages to run away. While hiding in the forest, Ivan sees his old friend from University, 
Aldo, a Muslim, crucified (ibid., 117). Ivan is eventually caught by Croatian soldiers, who 
keep him in jail for three months, “because he could not prove his identity, but they believed 
him he was a Croat, because of his Croatian way of speaking” (ibid., 118) – although Croatian 
and Serbian may sound similar, they have a different intonation and vocabulary, which was 
what distinguished him from the Serb soldiers. The Yugoslav Federal Army surrounds the 
Croatian encampment, so the Croatian commander “gave Ivan a rifle to be a regular soldier 
once again and Ivan could not decline” (ibid., 119) They surrender because they are promised 
an amnesty, and so Ivan “became a captive of the Yugoslav army he had so recently served” 
(ibid.). Therefore, the circumstances keep changing for Ivan and despite not wanting to fight 
in the war in the first place, he is forced to do so and he somehow manages to fight on the 
wrong side, no matter what he does. It seems that despite his parents’ efforts to register his 
birthday on another day in order to make sure Ivan does not “go through life as a Fool’s Day 
joke” (ibid., 1), Ivan’s fate was nonetheless determined from the day he was born and his life 
was bound to be filled  with tragedy. 
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“Neighbours,” one of the short stories in Infidelities: Stories of War and Lust, narrates the life 
of Marko Sakic, a Serb living in Nizograd with his family at the time when Croatia formally 
declared its independence. The family has to come to terms with the political and social 
changes in Croatia while the Serbian army advances further into the Croatian territory 
(Novakovich, 2005: 69–70). When the threat of being bombed by the Yugoslav jets becomes 
imminent, Marko realizes that his Croat neighbour was right and that the bombs cannot tell 
the nationality, every one of them could die at any given moment. The family hides in the 
basement when they hear the bomb sirens but the police call them to turn off the lights, they 
think Marko and his family are trying to signal the Yugoslav pilots not to kill them (ibid., 71). 
After a bomb goes off, Marko says that he is not going to forgive Milosevic and that he takes 
this bombing personally. His wife thinks that “there’s nothing personal in this… bombs 
dropped,” while Marko replies that “there would be if [he] were personally dead. Or if [she] 
were” (ibid., 72). After the bombing, his wife wants to leave Croatia and go to Hungary, 
where she would feel much safer despite not knowing a word of Hungarian. Her argument is 
that she does not understand “what did all this soulful understanding here get us? Here all of 
you have been bragging about big Slavic souls for decades, drinking yourself into blackouts to 
prove how chummy you were, and where are your chums now? Knifing each other” (ibid., 
74). In other words, when it comes to war or nationality, everyone might talk about 
“brotherhood and unity,” but people are bound to take sides and forget about their neighbours 
when the time comes to make a decision. 
 
Since he is a shop owner, Marko goes to Pécs to buy cheaper groceries, admiring Hungary as 
a country and being envious of the Hungarians in the process. He compares the Hungarian 
way of life with that in Yugoslavia and concludes that “that could’ve been [the Yugoslavs], 
[…] if [they] knew how to get along” (ibid., 76). On his way home, he feels scared because it 
is dark outside and he does not know whether he has crossed into the enemy territory. He 
believes that he would be in trouble either way because even though he is a Serb, he does not 
have a way of proving it. In addition to that, when he gets home, he finds red graffiti on the 
pavement saying “Serbs Go Home,” which scares him even more, and when the townspeople, 
mostly Croats, tell him they want him to keep his shop open, he thinks it might be a trap 
(ibid., 77). After a couple of days, the conflict in the area seemingly de-escalates, but then 
Marko’s shop is destroyed. He does not know who did it, but he is sure that “Serbs destroyed 
the town from the outside, Croats demolished it from the inside” when it should have been in 
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their interest to protect it and prevent any further damage (ibid., 80). He is intent on leaving 
but his wife tells him that it does not make any difference where they go, because “no one 
likes foreigners” anyway, and they would most likely not feel welcome in any other country 
(ibid., 81). It would be difficult to start anew in a completely unfamiliar country, but not 
entirely impossible, so her reluctance to move away and her pessimistic point of view are 
probably the result of the fear caused by the war. 
 
There is another siren warning during the night, prompting the family to go into hiding again. 
Danko, Marko’s son, says that he hopes they drop a bomb on his kindergarten and Marko 
slaps him, regretting it immediately afterwards (ibid., 81). Danko is only a child and he does 
not understand the gravity of the situation – he just thinks it would be nice if he did not have 
to go to kindergarten and could stay at home with his family. The family tries to leave the 
town but now there are Croat soldiers watching the area (ibid., 86). On their way out of town, 
Marko finds the townspeople rebuilding his shop and sees that other shops have been 
damaged as well. He sympathises with the shop owners, but at the same time he finds the 
destruction strangely reassuring and touching because it means that he was not singled out 
(ibid., 88).  
 
The war finally ends after the Serb army “[flees] from the western Slavonian hills” (ibid., 90). 
While trying to get their lives back on track and reminiscing about the good old days, Marko 
and his friend Branko decide to go hunting for mushrooms. Marko thinks they should not go 
too far because there could be mines, but Branko assures him that the “Chetniks never had 
control of the park” (ibid., 91). In a moment of inattention, Marko ends up stepping on a mine 
and tries to stand still but loses his balance. He is “amazed that the mine [is] not going off. His 
hair, [however, turns] completely white and from then on he [is] doomed to look saintly” 
(ibid., 92). The final sentence therefore subverts the severity and the tragedy of the whole 
situation – not only has Marko managed to survive the war and the bombings only to die after 
stepping on a mine after the war while hunting for mushrooms, but the reader can also 
imagine him as a sort of a ghost who wanders the streets and scares people, which adds a 
touch of comic relief to the whole story after Marko’s unexpected death – just when the 
reader thought that the worst had already passed. 
 
In “Hail,” another short story from Infidelities: Stories of War and Lust, Haris and Hasan are 
two soldiers fighting in the Bosnian army, preparing an ambush for the Serbian Army. Hasan 
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tries to lighten the mood by telling jokes, but when that does not work, he states that 
“whoever invented war should be killed. It’s so damned boring” (ibid., 95). Haris was a 
pacifist (and still practices Buddhism and meditation) who managed to dodge the Yugoslav 
People’s Army draft, but then volunteered to join the Bosnian army. After the scouts return, 
the squadron makes a plan and attacks the Serb camp. During the attack, Haris kills another 
soldier, but he is not sure if it is a Serb soldier or one of his own due to the heavy mist and the 
adrenaline (ibid., 98). He gets hit on the head with a stone and when he regains consciousness 
and finally reaches the camp, he realizes that “the two sections hadn’t attacked the Serbs, but 
each other” (ibid., 99). This could well be a metaphor for what was actually happening at the 
time and the absurdity of the war itself, because the different countries that used to be part of 
a whole turned against each other and the soldiers had to fight against their own, sometimes 
even their family members or neighbours. The idea of one great nation was so blinding that 
the bigger picture, the countries wanting more independence and sovereignty, was impossible 
to see and many lives were lost in the process. After the initial shock, he comes to the 
conclusion that he would actually not mind being the sole survivor, since he could then 
embrace nature and meditate. Yet, he would not be completely alone – he would be in the 
company of all those dead soldiers “whose ghosts would scrutinize him and molest him in his 
dreams. He had gruesomely killed a man, and his karma couldn’t bring him freedom from 
pain, let alone nirvana” (ibid., 99). He finds a walkie-talkie in the camp and puts it in his 
pocket. When several of his comrades return, they find it peculiar that there are no Serbs and 
the only logical explanation for that is that somebody must have informed them that they were 
coming (ibid., 101). They discover the walkie-talkie that Haris had taken and they think he 
was the one who warned the Serbs due to a misunderstanding (they believe they saw him 
talking to someone but he was just chanting Buddhist mantras). They try using the walkie-
talkie to communicate with the Serbs and there is a reply on the other side. They think this is a 
proof of Haris’ treason and they tie him to a tree, wanting him to convince them he is innocent 
(ibid., 103).  
 
They give Haris an hour to come up with a credible story and they bury the rest of the soldiers 
in the meantime. The commander orders three soldiers to shoot him – Haris closes his eyes 
and hears the gunfire, but he is not sure if he is dead or not; he simply feels like he is 
watching himself from afar, having an out-of-body experience. The unit is ambushed by the 
Serb soldiers and the Serbs free Haris because they think he is one of theirs, and despite 
feeling bad for his comrades, he feels “the triumph of survival at the expense of the enemy’s 
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life” (ibid., 113). The Serb commander says he can shoot his comrades, and Haris finds 
himself in an impossible situation, he does not know what he is supposed to do. He hesitates 
until a sergeant, Nenad, comes forward and says he was the one who betrayed his company, 
leaving Haris wondering about what that means for him. The Serb commander thinks Haris 
should shoot them anyway because they are religious fanatics and they tortured him for being 
a Buddhist (ibid., 115). At the end, we are left with a moment of suspense, as Haris 
 
looked over the aim, framing his former companions […] He blinked, and when he 
opened his eyes again, he saw nothing. He closed his eyes, opened them, but around 
him was a brown darkness. The voices grew louder and shriller from all sides. 
Somewhere far away there was thundering, and for a second he wondered whether the 
crackling explosions came from his machine gun, and he leaned over and felt the 
barrel. It was cold, comfortingly cold, and it balmed his bloodied wrists. (ibid., 116)  
 
In “Snow Powder,” Mirko’s father Zvonko comes home from Germany and they go outside to 
build a snowman (ibid., 148).  Mirko thinks his snowman is going to melt, just like last year, 
which makes him sad. He is envious of his great-grandparents and thinks they were lucky 
because they had harsh winters, but he then remembers that “they had been slaughtered by 
Serbs in the 2
nd
 Balkan War, in the winter” (ibid., 148). That day, he skips school to go skiing 
down a hill, but the Serb soldiers get him and tell him that he is now a POW, which he finds 
“exciting” (ibid., 150). They trick him into showing them his house and tell him they want 
him to keep quiet about the encounter and come back with plum brandy or they will blow up 
his house (ibid., 151). He feels guilty for going to school while keeping this secret, but he 
wants to see Bojana, the girl he is in love with. At the same time, he enjoys knowing that 
there are Serb soldiers looking at them and not killing anybody (ibid., 152). Because he 
skipped school, he did not do the homework and he does not know how to solve the math 
problem given by his teacher (ibid., 152) Everyone in the class laughs at him, including 
Bojana, who he later sees kissing another boy. Bojana kissed Mirko first, after they made 
snow angels, since “[she] thought it was high time that [she had] the first kiss. After the age of 
ten, it’s almost too late. You’d have to be embarrassed not to have done it” (ibid., 146). She 
changes her mind and tells him that it did not count because it was just a kiss on the lips, after 
which Mirko, disappointed, goes home and steals the plum brandy for the soldiers.  
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He gets caught and beat up by his father but he does not cry out of spite, because “it [strikes] 
him as immensely unjust that he [is] being punished by the man he was trying to save” (ibid., 
155). He later goes to see the soldiers, who are happy to see him. They discover he has been 
beat up and offer him some advice for when he goes back home. Mirko says he’s not going 
back, he wants to join them and fight against his town (ibid., 157). He wants to destroy his 
school with a blast: “he’d recalled all the humiliation he’d endured: the math teacher, the boys 
who attacked him, the girl who played love games, which were actually, he was sure, hate 
games. Now he would show her, him, them” (ibid., 158). The soldiers help him adjust the 
projectiles in what they see as a moment of “lucky synchronicity,” and when he sees the 
explosion, that turns out to be “the loveliest morning he had ever spent” (ibid., 159). His 
happiness turns into dread because he worries about the townspeople, but he soon forgets it 
and decides that he would become a soldier because “he had found the best job in the world 
for a boy” (ibid., 159). In the end, the boy who stole plum brandy and other supplies in order 
to save his town and the people he loves wants to destroy it and join the enemy ranks. 
 
In “The Bridge Under the Danube.” Milka and Drago Zivkovic are a married couple living in 
Novi Sad who have just attended a prayer meeting for peace in the Balkans (ibid., 181). Milka 
is looking at the surrounding nature and admiring it when an explosion occurs. After the 
initial shock, the people in the group cannot decide whether it was a “NATO bombing that 
made all the amazing thundering, or whether the sky was cracking open for the second 
coming of Christ. More voices supported the latter theory” (ibid., 183). Despite the ongoing 
threat, different groups gathered to pray for peace once again (ibid., 184). Even before the war 
began, “the Zivkovics’ three sons joined the Serb paramilitary forces to the chagrin of their 
pacifist parents” and all the family members had signed the Referendum, “the secret plan to 
annex former Austrian Military Borders, Krajina of Croatia, directly to Serbia. The 
Referendum was to be a pretext for Milosevic to occupy Croatia ‘by popular request’” (ibid., 
184). The situation in Bukovo had changed during the course of the war, and when the Croats 
finally managed to take over Krajina in 1995, Milka and Drago decided to go back to Serbia, 
hoping for “a martyr’s welcome” (ibid., 187). However, this was not the case as they were 
“shunned as peasants” instead and had to readjust to life in Novi Sad while at the same time 
worrying about the fate of their sons (ibid.). 
 
The korzo, the promenade along the Danube, provides the people with some sense of 
normality because it gives them a place to walk, clear their minds and meet other people, but 
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it soon closes because of the American threat of bombing. The BBC and Croatian news 
reports on the radio talk about all the atrocities that are going on in the Balkans, but the big 
question is – are they trustworthy? (ibid., 191) Sadly, Milka believes that “yes, all the evil is 
true,” just like many other people who try to prepare for the worst (ibid., 192). The Zivkovics 
go to a Baptist church where they listen to a sermon from the Gospel of Matthew which says: 
“You will be hated by all the nations on account of my name” (ibid., 196). He repeats this 
verse once again, after which “a partial confirmation of the prophecy [comes] swiftly [after] 
someone from the outside [throws] bricks into the widows, causing the glass shatter, followed 
by the firing of a machine gun and something similar to a hand grenade” (ibid. 196). The 
people in the church are eventually saved by the police, but on their way home from the 
church, Drago and Milka are intercepted by Chetniks, who beat up Drago and injure Milka 
(ibid., 198–9), leaving her to wonder how they can live through all of this. She is “almost 
disappointed that this [is] not the end of suffering for her husband, but perhaps just the 
beginning. What would come next?” (ibid., 200). Fortunately, a woman they do not know 
comes by and helps them. Because of the woman’s kindness,6 Milka is left “with the new 
knowledge that it was possible to survive almost anything” and is not even startled by the 
“NATO aircraft explosively [penetrating] the sound barrier above them” (ibid., 200). 
 
In “Ribs,” Mira is a History teacher waiting for news about her husband, who had been 
drafted nearly a year before (ibid., 214). Her son, Pero, gets a letter from the Ministry of 
Defence. He does not want to go to war and says that he will run away, but his passport has 
expired. In order to try and solve the problem, Mira’s cousin, a doctor, writes him a note 
which confirms that he has hypertension. The recruitment officer doesn’t believe him and 
when she hears this, Mira is “besides herself. Wasn’t it enough that she’d lost her husband? 
For what? For some kind of fake country, which served as a pretext for a few robbers to get 
rich while everyone else got poorer?” (ibid., 218). In an effort to save her son’s life, she joins 
an organization known as Mothers Against War and a similar Serbian organization in a 
protest in front of the Parliament in Belgrade, where they are ignored by both the politicians 
and the media (ibid., 218). The mothers start talking about their children and their husbands, 
which escalates into a conflict – “soon Serbian mothers started blaming Croatia, and Croat 
mothers Serbia, and the peace-loving gathering ended in fistfights” (ibid., 218). The conflict 
between the mothers therefore mimics the situation of their sons and husbands on the 
                                                 
6
 The woman helping them without asking for anything in return might be a Good Samaritan reference, since that 
would be in line with the other Bible references that can be found in this short story.  
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battlefield and the meeting turns into exactly the thing they are fighting against, the idea of 
peace gets lost in the process of assigning blame for the war.  
 
After the unsuccessful protest, Mira decides to go to the recruitment centre in order to talk to 
the director and offer him bribery (ibid., 219). He does not want to accept money, but says 
that he might be able to help her if she sleeps with him (ibid., 221). She refuses his offer, but 
wonders “what’s worse – her sleeping with a creep or her son getting killed in Bosnia?,” and 
for her, this is a definite “no-brainer” (ibid., 222) When the moment comes, it turns out that 
the recruitment director lied about his daughter being sick and that he does not have a family, 
he simply lies in order to justify himself (ibid., 230). Mira enjoys “keeping his masculinity in 
question,” yet feels sympathy for him at the same time, because “now that he looked so 
vulnerable and sorrowful, he came to life for her as a man […] Just hours before, he’d been 
playing cat and mouse with her, as the cat, and now he was becoming all mousy and she 
catty” (ibid.). He tells her that he knew her husband, they were in the same company in 
Bosnia, in Stupni Do (ibid., 231). They imitated the Serbs, going from house to house and 
shooting people, even though they did not find any arms, because they were told these people 
were soldiers in hiding (ibid., 232). Mira cannot believe her husband did that and will not 
accept any excuses for their behaviour. The recruitment officer reveals that her husband 
Zorko actually tried to save a boy and he was shot in the process, but he could not tell her the 
truth right away because he had to know he could trust her and that nobody would know he 
was there (ibid., 233). Mira wants to know why he is telling her the truth now. She thinks he 
is afraid of going to The Hague, but he swears, “I don’t want to have power over you, with 
your son’s fate, so I’m equalizing the playing field here” (ibid., 233). She wonders how he 
can live with himself, but he replies, “That’s for me to decide, to judge, not for you, not for 
the Hague. I’m the only one who knows what went on for me, inside me. Nobody can judge 
the soul of a man” (ibid., 235). Her son will not be drafted but she can’t talk to anyone about 
this conversation. Once she gets home, her husband keeps appearing in her sleep and wants 
her to look for his bones, which makes her angry (ibid., 238). She invites the recruitment 
director over, but she keeps seeing Zorko’s ghost and she cannot get rid of him (ibid., 241). 
She is not sure if this really is her husband Zorko or if she has gone mad, but it is probably 
just the sense of guilt for starting to develop feelings for another man combined with the 
newfound truth about her husband’s life in the military and his actions during the war.  
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In Plum Brandy: Croatian Journeys, the reader finds out that in August of 1995, President 
Tudjman sent a letter to the leaders and people of Krajina, inviting the Serb population to 
remain in Croatia without any repercussions, enjoying their full civil rights. As Novakovich 
himself later realized, the letter was, in fact, a declaration of war, and a direct result of years 
of unsuccessful negotiations and Serb dominance in Croatia (Novakovich, 2003: 85). For 
Novakovich, the letter meant that “Croatia now apparently had enough might to be right” 
(ibid.) and fight back, eventually winning over all of the occupied territory. Novakovich 
admits that he “was not used to Croatia winning” (ibid., 86), but the win was not completely 
unexpected – “the Serb style of warfare was counterproductive because over the years, just as 
the Croatian morale and support for the war would slacken, Serb terrorism would motivate 
people again to support the war so that type of terrorism could not happen much longer” 
(ibid., 89). Ironically, the Serb aggression eventually led to Croatia winning the war – they 
thought that the Croatian army and the people would definitely surrender and cave under 
pressure, but what happened was exactly the opposite. The Croatians were now even more 
prepared to fight and win the war in order to force the Serb army out of their country and stop 
any further attacks. 
 
Despite the victory and Tudjman’s assurance that the Serbs could remain in their homes and 
no one would harm them, there were still people who thought more could have been done for 
the refugees, since now “there would be a hundred thousand people bearing a grudge, raising 
their children in hatred of Croatia, and a decade or two later, a new generation of Serbs would 
be ready to fight wars and commit acts of terrorism” (ibid., 92). Another, perhaps even greater 
conflict would therefore be inevitable, but this time, it would be an act of revenge. The 
retaliation would, however, affect not those who had committed the crimes in the first place. 
Rather, it would affect mainly those who were children at the time and had nothing to do with 
the war (but who might still grow up to continue the fight). Still, most Croats found it 
extremely difficult to remain neutral or sympathise with the refugees, since, in a way, they 
“saw justice in this exodus: Krajina Serbs had nearly all voted to secede from Croatia, they 
had supported the military action against Croatia, and rejoiced in their victories and even in 
atrocities; many of them had plundered Croat villages in the Krajina region” (ibid., 93). In 
addition to that, after years of Serbian aggression and knowing that many of the Serb refugees 
still carried weapons, Croats no longer thought of them as defenseless (ibid.). On the other 
hand, Novakovich remembers reading an article in The New York Times in which “Tudjman 
claimed that the offensive was so swift and successful that many Serbs did not have enough 
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time to gather their dirty underwear before they ran […],” making it easy to “guess what 
Tudjman's feelings about the refugees’ departure were and how much the refugees might feel 
welcome to come back” (ibid., 95). Therefore, despite the official stance being that the 
refugees were more than welcome to stay in their home without any repercussions, when read 
between the lines, it could be seen that most of the population, including the President, 
actually thought otherwise. 
 
Novakovich grew up in a communist society that saw no need for privacy and was guided by 
the motto “Brotherhood and Unity” (ibid., 36). The people in his hometown “constantly 
expected a Soviet invasion and clearly [they] weren't completely wrong about that. The 
casualties in the wars to come in the ’90s would be much higher if it hadn't been for such 
solid construction that could, indeed, withstand a lot of bombing” (ibid., 38) Novakovich 
believes that the people in Daruvar were able to enjoy a great amount of freedom even during 
the war in the 90s “precisely because the town was full of official and unofficial spies. The 
town was tremendously safe […],” especially for children, who could walk around carefree 
and their parents would not have to worry about them getting hurt or abducted, “something 
that’s a constant fear for the parents in the States” (ibid., 40) and a paradox, because children 
are expected to be safer in a society at peace, even more so if that society is one of the world’s 
superpowers.   
 
5.2 IMMIGRATION 
 
Plum Brandy: Croatian Journeys is a series of essays in which Novakovich presents us 
“travel stories, memories, reflections, and character portraits mostly from 1993 until 2002, but 
[also] glimpses of former Yugoslavia as [he remembers] it from the seventies and the eighties 
[...]” (Novakovich, 2003: 12).  He says that “it’s amazing how a country changes through 
time” and that even though he lived abroad, he had the chance to pay a visit to his former 
home on various occasions and “see the drastic shifts from one Yugoslavia to another – or 
rather, to many – and one Croatia to another, one Bosnia to another” (Novakovich: 2003: 11). 
According to Novakovich, these essays are not autobiographical but “topographical, with the 
place and its atmosphere dominating the stories” and representing the “views of an expatriate 
who occasionally is tempted to become an ex-expatriate, to return home. The problem is, 
home has changed.” and it is Novakovich’s intention to highlight these changes in order to 
understand them better himself (ibid., 12).  
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As a young boy in Croatia, Novakovich finds out that his paternal grandmother lives in 
America (ibid., 21). Novakovich’s father refuses to ask for help from his mother, so his wife 
accuses him of being a pessimist, telling him that “when [she] married [him], [she] thought 
[he was] some kind of American; that means optimism (ibid., 21). Therefore, even at a young 
age, Novakovich associated America with happiness, optimism and well-being, something 
that could not be observed that often in the former Yugoslavia. As a child, Novakovich only 
knew that his “transatlantic grandmother” lived in Cleveland, but he knew nothing about her 
life there and was not interested in finding out more about her. In his opinion, “just being an 
American was a lucrative profession” (ibid., 23). The grandmother would often send gifts, 
which the family took for granted – she was an American and it was therefore implied that she 
would be in a much better financial situation and it was her duty to send gifts to everyone 
(ibid., 25). 
Novakovic was “enchanted” by all things American (ibid., 25) and he admired his 
grandmother for being able to stay away from Yugoslavia, which is what he wanted to do as 
well, as he felt that “perhaps though born in Yugoslavia [he] was not doomed to be a 
Yugoslav” (ibid., 25). In high school, he was “blacklisted as politically inappropriate” for 
publicly refusing membership in the League of the Yugoslav Socialist Youth and he could not 
go to Michigan as an exchange student, which only “intensified [his] determination to go 
West” (ibid., 27). He learned English whenever he could and at the age of 18, in 1974, he 
asked his grandmother Mary for a visa and she sent him papers and some money to come to 
Cleveland, which was his first contact with the United States (ibid., 28).  
Novakovich was, however, interested in meeting “real Americans,” not only his 
grandmother’s Slavic acquaintances who would spend their days reminiscing about the war. 
He “had heard enough about the damned war. There were hundreds of ugly war memorials 
wherever you turned in Croatia, so one more old person sentimentalizing about the heroic 
times made [him] dose [his] ears” (ibid., 29). This first visit to the United States proved to be 
a life-defining moment for Novakovich, because, as he himself claims, “you can leave another 
country to go to the States, but once you get into the States, the States get into you, and 
there’s hardly any way of leaving. Even if you do, you carry America with you” (ibid., 30). In 
addition to that, it might seem unusual for a writer to write in a foreign language, which in 
Novakovich’s case is English, but he claims 
[his] language of choice – if this was a choice – is matrilineal. Croatian as patrilineal [he has] rejected: 
[he does not] write in it, and now [he does not] even know what Croatian is since it's been changing 
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under political pressures. It was always politicized; first it had to conform to Germanization and 
Magyarization, then to Yugoslavization (with Serb syntax and vocabulary), and now under the new 
nationalist government it's been “ethnically cleansed” to some archaic form. (ibid., 34)  
 
He also says that “the politics of language – almost as much as bad music – probably drove 
[him] away from Yugoslavia, and Grandmother’s tongue attracted [him] overseas, and this all 
made [him] become an American, if that's what [he’s] become” (ibid., 35). He did not teach 
his son Croatian despite knowing that “one day he might decide to look for his roots in 
Croatia. [Novakovich thinks] they are in Cleveland” (ibid., 35).   
 
 
5.3 AMERICAN INVOLVEMENT 
 
In “Neighbours.” Marko watches the news and hears that  
 
there was a truce worked out by the United Nations and Cyrus Vance and by the 
British Lords talking in fine lispy baritones about how unbecoming it was for small 
nations to wage wars, how tribal and primitive and savage, while at the same time the 
British Lords supported various air raids of their own in far-flung regions, and while 
their own enforcements of unity at home resulted in quite a bit of discord and 
bombing. (Novakovich, 2005: 75) 
 
While reading this sentence, the reader can detect the hypocrisy of the foreign powers – their 
leaders  only criticise smaller nations and feel entitled to speak about a war they are not 
personally involved in, while at the same time being willing to start a war in another part of 
the world to further advance their personal interests. When the foreign powers do get 
involved, they often end up doing more damage and the soldiers are not precisely welcomed 
by the inhabitants. For example, Marko and his family try to leave town during the war, but 
they cannot advance because the soldiers have set up a checkpoint.  They see that the soldiers 
are wearing blue helmets, which must mean they are with the UN, or, as Marko calls it, “UN 
Friend and Protector of Small Oppressed Nations” (ibid., 89). This condescending and 
sarcastic nickname shows that Marko does not have a high opinion of the UN and believes 
that they do not need its protection, since the UN’s presence in Croatia and Bosnia did not 
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have any actual impact on the safety of the people living there and it did not bring the 
countries any closer to peace. 
 
In Zagreb, a pair of refugee shop owners, upon finding out that Novakovich lives in America, 
tell him that “that is the only Western country that supports [them]” and that they “could not 
survive” without America (Novakovich, 2003: 97). Novakovich, however, adds that “this was 
before the NATO bombing in Bosnia. The shopkeepers must be ecstatic now” (ibid., 97). In 
other words, most people believed that American involvement was beneficial and they hoped 
that things would now improve, but the help was often a double-edged sword that would 
eventually cause more damage. Finally, Novakovich, an immigrant himself, also has doubts 
about the Americans being “ready to be loved by Croats and Bosnians [during and after the 
war], but that love [was coming]” (ibid., 98). In his opinion, America could “deal with the 
long distance love more easily than with the hundred thousand more exiles who would come 
to live in America [had the war lasted] much longer” (ibid.). The Americans, therefore, might 
have been willing to help, just as long as it did not directly impact their everyday lives and as 
long as the conflict and the love was kept on foreign soil, away from their eyesight. 
 
 
 
 
6. CONCLUSION 
 
Novakovich and Hemon come from Croatia and Bosnia, respectively – two countries that 
were formed after the breakup of Yugoslavia. The effects of the war in the 1990s are still 
visible to this day, as it forms part of the countries’ relatively recent history. Both authors 
have emigrated to North America and write in English, but their novels and short stories are a 
reflection of the life they have left behind and of a war that has profoundly impacted their 
lives and the lives of thousands of other people. A short historical overview of the war in the 
Balkans in the 1990s was therefore presented in order to give the reader a better 
understanding of the events that led to the outbreak of the war, the events that took place 
during the war, as well as the war’s aftermath.  
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The first, primarily theoretical, part of this thesis outlines the concept of irony, its definitions 
and its main traits. There are many possible definitions of irony and it is often difficult to 
recognize it in the first place due to its resemblance to other rhetorical figures (for example, 
metaphor, sarcasm or satire) and its tendency to convey a range of emotions, some of which 
are not necessarily positive. Irony does not always have to be explicitly stated but it is 
nonetheless present in all aspects of life. The ironist and the interpreter are the two main 
participants in the act of irony – the ironist is the one who “produces” the irony and the 
interpreter is the one who has to reconstruct it. In doing so, the interpreter has to “get” the 
irony, namely, by rejecting the literal meaning of what was said by the ironist, which is why 
many instances of irony are misinterpreted or the interpreter “gets” them with a certain delay.  
Hutcheon talks about “irony’s edge,” a characteristic that distinguishes irony from other 
rhetorical figures; it is an instance of irony that can sometimes result inappropriate or even 
offensive, so the interpreter becomes the ironist’s “victim.” 
When it comes to irony, there are occasions when it is very easy to cross the line of decorum 
(for example, when referring to sensitive topics such as illness, death or war, or when talking 
to children). Yet Novakovich and Hemon subvert this transgression by doing exactly that: 
they use irony when talking about something as recent as the war in the Balkans in the 1990s 
as a sort of defence mechanism or to distance themselves from the atrocities they are writing 
about. Finally, they use irony to ease the tension and provide the reader with a chance to laugh 
in the midst of the descriptions of the terror the characters are going through (or, rather, they 
are daring them to laugh), preparing them for further reading.  In other words, while reading 
these works, we undergo a cathartic, if momentary experience. 
The second part of the thesis is more dedicated to the analysis of concrete examples and a 
comparison between Hemon’s The Question of Bruno, Nowhere Man and Love and Obstacles 
and Novakovich’s Infidelities: Stories of War and Lust, April Fool’s Day and Plum Brandy: 
Croatian Journeys. Despite being written by two completely different authors, all of the 
works which have been analysed are thematically intertwined because they deal with the same 
topics: war and its consequences, the American involvement in the war and the characters’ 
feelings about the war and the subsequent emigration. These works contain a strong 
autobiographical element, thus making it impossible to separate them from the writers. 
Hemon in particular draws inspiration from his own experience – his characters are trying to 
lead a somewhat normal life in a new and unfamiliar country despite feeling like they do not 
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belong there. At the same time, they keep wondering what the situation is like back home and 
whether their loved ones are still alive, which adds even more pressure to their lives.  
 
Both authors use irony and humour in their works, highlighting the importance of being able 
to joke about even the most difficult and the darkest subjects, such as the war in Yugoslavia 
or death. They want to show that life and humour continue, no matter the circumstances, and 
they want to warn that it is important not only to know how to make a joke, but also to 
understand it without getting offended. Moreover, by employing humour in their works, both 
authors are able to talk about the war and provide information on it from the perspective of 
someone observing it from a distance and offering some objectivity. For those who lived 
through the war, it became “the central event of their life, what split it into the before and the 
after. Everything after the rupture took place in a damaged, incomplete time – some of it was 
forever lost and forever it shall so remain” (Hemon, 2015: 36). The younger generations know 
that there was a war and that there are tensions between the countries to this day. However, 
they may not completely understand the actual impact of the war because it is still a painful 
and sensitive topic. That is why works such as the ones discussed in this Master’s thesis might 
provide better understanding of the conflict and encourage them to learn more about it 
themselves.  
 
 
 
7. POVZETEK 
 
SUMMARY IN SLOVENE 
21. stoletje se smatra za eno najmirnejših obdobij v zgodovini človeštva, vendar je želja po 
bojevanju in osvojitvi, ki je že od začetka človeštva pomemben del človeške narave, še vedno 
močno prisotna. Ne preseneča torej dejstvo, da so pisatelji že od nekdaj pisali o vojnah, čemur 
pričajo knjižna dela kot so Biblija, Homerjeva Iliada, Vergilova Eneida, Tolstojeva Vojna in 
mir ali Hemingwayeva romana Komu zvoni in Zbogom orožje, če jih naštejemo samo nekaj. 
Ne preseneča torej dejstvo, da sta se tudi Aleksandar Hemon in Josip Novakovich, dva 
pisatelja katerih dela smo analizirali v tem magistrskem delu, odločila pisati o vojni. V 
današnjih časih se književnost povezuje predvsem s prostim časom in uživanjem, vendar to ni 
njen glavni in edini namen. Vojna je zagotovo boleča in neprijetna tema in zato zagotovo ni 
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nekaj, o čemer ljudje radi govorijo. Zakaj torej obstajajo avtorji, ki se odločijo poglobiti v 
takšno temo in pišejo romane, eseje ali pesmi, ki spominjajo na te grozote? Kar je še 
pomembneje, zakaj obstajajo bralci, ki si tega želijo brati na drugi strani pisateljskega 
procesa? 
 
Hemon, ki prihaja iz Bosne, in Novakovich, ki prihaja s Hrvaške, sta dva pisatelja, ki sta med 
vojno v devedesetih letih emigrirala v ZDA in Kanado in pišeta v angleščini. Njuni romani in 
zbirke kratkih zgodb so torej odraz življenja na Hrvaškem in v Bosni, ki sta ga pustila za 
seboj, ter vojne, ki je imela velik vpliv na njuni življenji in življenja več tisoč drugih ljudi. 
Prav zaradi tega gibanja med dvema kontinentoma, in posledično tudi med dvema kulturama, 
bralci na obeh straneh Atlantika lahko prepoznajo tako balkanske kot ameriške značilnosti in 
se lahko poistovetijo vsaj z enim izmed sestavnih delov romana ali zbirke kratkih zgodb (na 
primer, z likom, dogodkom, ali opisom kraja). To je tisto, zaradi česar so ta dela še vedno 
tako privlačna in zaradi česar se bralci z vsega sveta lahko poistovetijo z njimi. 
 
Ta magistrska naloga je sestavljena iz treh glavnih poglavij, ki so povezana z analizo izbranih 
delov Hemona in Novakovicha. V njunih delih bralci lahko zasledijo veliko avtobiografskih 
elementov, zaradi česar je skoraj nemogoče ločiti med posameznim avtorjem in njegovimi 
deli, bralci pa lahko istočasno dobijo jasnejšo predstavo o tem, kako sta se avtorja spoprijela z 
izgubo doma in z emigracijo. Tako Hrvaška kot Bosna še danes trpita posledice vojne v 
devedesetih letih, zato se je to delo predvsem osredotočilo na to, kako avtorja opisujeta ta  
konflikt. Najprej se je predstavil kratek zgodovinski pregled vojne na Balkanu v devedesetih 
letih zato, da so se bralci lahko seznanili s politično, ekonomsko in socialno situacijo tistega 
časa ter z dogodki, ki so države pripeljali do vojne, dogodki med vojno in posledicami vojne.  
 
Prvo, bolj teoretično poglavje tega magistrskega dela, je obravnavalo koncept ironije in njunih 
glavnih značilnosti. Poudarek je bil predvsem na tem, kako ironija prispeva k delom obeh 
avtorjev in njenem vplivu na bralce in njihovo razumevanje avtorjevih čustev in namenov. 
Najprej se je poskusilo definirati izraz »ironija« in določiti razliko med različnimi vrstami 
ironije ter med ironijo in ostalimi retoričnimi figurami, kot so metafora, sarkazem in satira.  
Na ta način se je lahko vzpostavil teoretični okvir, ki je služil kot izhodišče za drugi, praktični 
del magistrske naloge, v katerem so se analizali konkretni primeri. Ne glede na to, da so njuna 
dela avtobiografska, tako Hemon kot Novakovich lahko govorita o vojni in nudita informacije 
o njej z drugega vidika, kot nekdo, ki vojno opazuje od daleč. Pri temu jima pomagata ironija 
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in humor, ki ju oba avtorja uporabljata, da bi se oddaljila od grozot vojne na Balkanu v 
devedesetih letih, ki jih opisujeta na svojih straneh. Uporabljata ju tudi zato, da bi bralcem 
omogočila kratkotrajni občutek olajšanja in jih poskušala spraviti v smeh ob najbolj 
neprimernih trenutkih in na ta način pokažeta, da se in življenje in humor vedno nadaljujeta, 
ne glede na okoliščine. Njuna dela so torej pravi primer tega, da se je zelo pomembno šaliti, a 
tudi razumeti in sprejeti šalo, ne pa kuhati zamere. 
 
Po prvem, teoretičnem delu, je bil drugi del tega magistrskega dela posvečen analizi 
konkretnih primerov in najzanimivejših aspektov, ki smo jih zasledili v šestih izbranih delih 
teh avtorjev. To so bila najbolj reprezentativna dela posameznega avtorja, ki so istočasno 
ponudila ustrezen obseg primerov za analizo. Na ta način smo lahko primerjali med avtorjema 
in ugotovili, da čeprav gre za dva različna avtorja, v njunih delih lahko zasledimo nekaj 
skupnih motivov, kot so vojna in njene grozote, emigracija in občutek nepripadanja tujini ter 
ameriško posredovanje v vojni na Balkanu v devedesetih letih. Poleg tega imajo dela obeh 
avtorjev imajo podoben, nostalgičen občutek. 
 
Namen in pričakovani rezultati tega magistrskega dela so bili torej podrobna analiza del 
Josipa Novakovicha in Aleksandra Hemona, predvsem pa podrobna analiza načina na 
katerega oba avtorja opisujeta vojno in like v svojih romanih in kratkih zgodbah zunanjemu 
občinstvu (posledice vojne, emigracijo in občutek nepripadanja tujini) ter tehnike, s katerimi 
lahko to dosežeta. 
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IZJAVA O AVTORSTVU 
 
Izjavljam, da je magistrsko delo v celoti moje avtorsko delo ter da so uporabljeni viri in 
literatura navedeni v skladu s strokovnimi standardi in veljavno zakonodajo. 
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